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Introduction 

 A potential conflict lurks at the root of Catholic social doctrine. On the one hand, the 

Church’s social teaching has continually affirmed man’s natural right to private property (hereafter 

RPP) even going so far as to label the right “sacred and inviolable.”1 “The right to possess private 

property,” Pope Leo XIII claims, “is derived from nature, not from man;”2 that “private ownership 

is in accordance with the law of nature,”3 and that “the natural right both of owning goods privately 

and of passing them on by inheritance ought always to remain intact and inviolate.”4 Yet, on the 

other hand, the Church also insists that the goods of the earth are ordered, not to one individual 

alone but to a universal destination; that the gifts of creation were given for the sustenance, 

enjoyment, and flourishing of all; and that they may in no way be hoarded so as to extend their 

benefits to only a few.5 The universal destination of goods (hereafter UDG) is rooted in the 

Church’s more fundamental belief in the primacy of the common good over individual goods and 

that the common good possesses the character of an end to which individual goods must be ordered 

so as to attain their full meaning.6 The seeming conflict is hard to miss since the Church appears 

to be praising both the common and the private at once. If it is true that the common good possesses 

such primacy, and if it is also true that the material goods of the earth are ordered toward a universal 

 
 1 Pope Leo XIII, “Rerum Novarum.” vatican.va. May 15, 1891. http://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-
xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum.html (accessed April 1, 2018), 46.  
 2 Ibid., 47. 
 3 Ibid., 9. 
 4 Pope Pius XI, “Quadregesimo Anno.” vatican.va. May 15, 1931. http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-
xi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_19310515_quadragesimo-anno.html (accessed January 1, 2018), 49. 
 5 “Among the numerous implications of the common good, immediate significance is taken on by the 
principle of the universal destination of goods. . .  God gave the earth to the whole human race for the sustenance of 
all its members, without excluding or favoring anyone. This is the foundation of the universal destination of the earth’s 
goods.” Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church (Washington, 
DC: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2005), 171. Also see Catechism of the Catholic Church (hereafter CCC) (New York, 
NY: Doubleday, 1997), 2402. 
 6 “The principle of the common good, to which every aspect of social life must be related if it is to attain its 
fullest meaning, stems from the dignity, unity and equality of all people. . . . the actions of a society attain their full 
stature when they bring about the common good.” Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social 
Doctrine of the Church, 164. 
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destination, how can the Church insist, in such unwavering terms, on the individual’s right to 

private ownership?  

 This clash of apparent opposites has tempted many to interpret Catholic teaching regarding 

the RPP and the UDG as an instance of self-correcting contraries where the Church, in her ever-

balanced approach, upholds the goodness of both principles and forges a virtuous via media 

between two extremes. In this view, although both principles espouse a true good, each good 

neutralizes the dangers inherent in the other’s excess. A system of checks and balances emerges 

so close to the Anglo-American heart. Whenever a RPP errs on the side of the individual, the UDG 

leaps in with its altruistic correction. And again, whenever the UDG errs on the side of the 

collective, the RPP enters on the side of individual liberty.7 As a result, this view sees in the tension 

between two extremes a buoyancy upon which the political life of flourishing society may ebb and 

flow so as to sail clear of two rival extremes.8  

 There are two problems with this narrow interpretation of the Church’s teaching. First, it 

sees in the RPP and the UDG, not a positive and unified vision of the human good, but rather a 

series of reactions to the excesses of a given time in history. In other words, rather than a timeless 

expression of Christian truth transposed into the social sphere, it sees Church teaching instead as 

a defensive and time-bound reaction to the defects of a changing world; a reaction that, with time, 

 
 7 Pope Saint John Paul II recognized early on the tendency to see Church teaching as a type of “third way” 
between extremes and expressly warns against it. “The Church’s social doctrine 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.” Pope John Paul II. “Sollicitudo Rei Socialis.” vatican.va. 
December 30, 1987. http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jpii_enc_30121987_-
sollicitudo-rei-socialis-.html (accessed January 31, 2020), 41. 
 8 Pope Pius XI speaks of “twin rocks of shipwreck [which] must be carefully avoided. . . . As one is wrecked 
upon, or comes close to, what is known as ‘individualism’ by denying or minimizing the social and public character 
of the right of property, so by rejecting or minimizing the private and individual character of this same right, one 
inevitably runs into ‘collectivism’ or at least closely approaches its tenets.” The pope then suggests that this dichotomy 
emerges from “a pagan concept of ownership.” Pope Pius XI, “Quadregesimo Anno,” 46.  
 For a study on the history of Church teaching on Private Property, see Matthew H. Habiger, Papal Teaching 
on Private Property: 1891-1981 (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America, 1986). 
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will also change along with that world. Therefore, some may claim that the Church’s dogged 

insistence on both the RPP and the UDG is disjunctive, colored by the reactionary papal rhetoric 

of its time, and contains no unified theological insight to be taken seriously. The second problem 

with this view is both more hidden and, since more hidden, more pernicious. Although it claims to 

see both the RPP and the UDG as true goods, in truth, it does not see them as goods at all but 

rather, at root, evils. How might this be? If the RPP must be held in check by its opposing principle, 

then, at its deepest metaphysical level, it is less a true good to be desired and more like a caged 

monster to be feared, that is, a wild untamed force that may be good in its effects if only its energy 

be tamed and domesticated. In the same way, the UDG might be good in its effects if it redistributes 

reservoirs of material goods to the many in need, but not good in itself as a metaphysical expression 

of the deepest meaning of the gifts of creation.  

 It is the goal of this essay to shine a spotlight on the error of this interpretation. Although 

at first glance the equal promotion of the RPP and the UDG may appear as contradictory, this 

appearance is only on the most superficial level. Once we examine the two principles on a deeper 

level, that is, once we reach behind the veil of mere appearance and see both from the metaphysical 

inside-out, we will find that an irrefutable logic connects the two so much so that, whenever civil 

society forgets the true meaning of one it equally forgets the meaning of the other. Our thesis is 

this: the RPP and the UDG do not oppose one another but are instead both rooted in a unified 

vision of the gift of creation and man’s relation to it.9 Far from correcting the evils of the other, 

both principles, if rightly understood, contain an inner logic that not only presupposes the other 

 
 9 “Normally, private property is the means by which the universal destination of material goods is realized.” 
Robert A. Sirico, “The Rights to Private Property and Religious Liberty: Mutually Reinforcing Bonds.” Journal of 
Markets & Morality 19, no. 2 (Fall 2016): 460. 
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but, even more, demands the other as its necessary and inexorable corollary, a deepening of 

seeming opposites. 

 We will argue this thesis in four stages comprising three chapters. First, chapter one will 

draw a brief historical outline of the very question of private property as seen from both 

philosophical and theological points of view. This will reveal how the main thinkers in history 

have tackled the question of property, how the notion of private property has been colored by the 

presuppositions and debates of each successive age, and finally how the question of property has 

been received by the modern Church while developing her social doctrine. Second, chapter two 

will begin by asking the question “What is property?” In this chapter we will leave the historical 

realm and sketch a metaphysical picture of the nature of property sufficient to remove it from the 

category of a mere economic arrangement and elevate it to its rightful place as an anthropological 

good rooted in the very nature of man as a rational animal ordered to the common good. We will 

seek to understand property not merely through its effects, whether those effects be social, 

economic, or political; but rather we will seek to understand the nature of property itself and its 

causes in nature. Third, chapter two will close by asking the question “What is a good’s universal 

destination?” This examination will free the UDG from its prosaic status as a mandate to divide 

reservoirs of material things and instead read in it the metaphysical expression of how individual, 

material, created goods may be ordered beyond themselves to a transcendent common good, 

metaphysically one and undivided, that extends its blessings to the many at once.10 Fourth, chapter 

three will reveal how private property is, by its very nature, ordered to the common good; that 

private property is, in fact, not private at all in a selfish sense but rather diffusive of its goodness 

to others; and that only a perversion of property (what Pope Pius XI called a “pagan notion of 

 
 10 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 164. 
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ownership”11) contracts its goodness by shrinking its blessings to the few. We will conclude that, 

far from being a mere vestige of enlightenment individualism, the RPP is ordered, not to the 

individual alone, but to the common good and that, if the common good is to be protected, so must 

also be protected the RPP. 

 Two brief caveats regard how the method used in this study might differ from expectation. 

First, since it seeks the inner connection between the RPP and the UDG (two pillars of modern 

Catholic social thought), one might assume that our journey will follow mostly exegetical paths 

through papal encyclicals, papal bulls, and Conciliar documents. Although this assumption is 

partially true (there are historical sources comprising what is commonly known as Catholic Social 

Teaching), nonetheless, the approach of this thesis will not be exegetical but systematic and 

theological as a search for the metaphysical foundations underlying twentieth-century papal 

claims. Given this approach, the teaching of St. Thomas Aquinas will be the guide since his moral 

and political theology most clearly articulates the nature of the common good, explains the role of 

the common good in moral action, and most importantly, places love of the common good at the 

heart of social life. As will become clear, this emphasis on the common good and the love it ought 

to elicit from man will be an indispensable tool for understanding the connection between the RPP 

and the UDG. In this vein, the aid of twentieth-century expositors of St. Thomas’s thought such as 

Charles De Koninck, Thomas Osborn, Stephen Jensen, and many others will be necessary. Also, 

since St. Thomas wrote long before the emergence of modern economics as a self-contained 

discipline, St. Thomas’s thought will supplement with the insights of nineteenth and twentieth-

century political economists, both Catholic and non-Catholic. This component will prove 

invaluable since, if the claim is true that private property is a natural reality rooted in man’s rational 

 
 11 Pope Pius XI, “Quadregesimo Anno,” 46. 
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nature, one should then expect that any rational inquiry into the economic mechanics of human 

society free from a reliance on Divine revelation or supernaturally infused faith would also uncover 

this same truth. 

 Second, we cannot begin without a caveat concerning that body of Church teaching 

commonly referred to as Catholic Social Teaching (hereafter CST) since many couch the Church’s 

defense of the RPP within this modern corpus. Many assume, not without good cause, that CST 

began with Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical Rerum Novarum, “On New Things,” where he first sounds 

a papal response to the emerging threats of Marxism, Socialism, and the dire conditions of workers 

in newly industrialized nations. This assumption, although partially true, is simplistic at best and 

may be, at worst, misleading.12 One who sees Rerum Novarum as the sole beginning for CST, 

might be tempted to presume that, as the very name of the encyclical implies, the content of CST 

might itself be new – or at least as new as the new things to which the Pope’s words respond. Or 

again; one who sees CST as a new response (or even worse, a new reaction) to the new things of 

the modern world, might presume that the church’s defense of the RPP is likewise new, that is, a 

time-bound reaction to atheistic and materialist socialism unrooted in perennial moral wisdom and 

unknown to previous eras. Under this false presumption one might also reason that, if only certain 

nineteenth-century socialist ideologies were stripped of their overt materialist atheism, so might 

also then the well-meaning Christian dismiss the Church’s nineteenth-century reaction to these 

ideologies and, once again, embrace the communal cause to abolish property in imitation of that 

Christian communitarianism that the second chapter of The Acts of the Apostles describes so well. 

 
 12 Many thinkers such as Michael Hornsby-Smith and Michael Schuck place the origin of modern CST not 
with the pontificate of Leo XIII at all, but rather with the pontificate of Benedict XIV in 1740AD. As we will see, 
Benedict XIV was one of the first Popes to apply moral principles to a commentary on the changing political climate 
of his day. Thus, it is not wrong to see Pope Leo’s encyclical as a prolongation of a long precedence. Michael P. 
Hornsby-Smith, An Introduction to Catholic Social Thoughts (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 
92. 
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In this way, many Christians fall victim to the same error mentioned above, that of seeing CST as 

a series of disjunctive reactions to changing modernity that will, itself, change and self-correct 

with those changing times. This is a mistake and the truth is quite the opposite. As we will see, the 

church’s contemporary defense of the RPP is nothing new at all but emerges from a Gospel-

inspired reflection on man and society rooted in the earliest western thinkers. Although the 

Church’s response to modernity might be, quite naturally, just as timely as the modernity to which 

she speaks, the very principles of the Church’s response to modernity are not themselves timely 

but are, indeed, as timeless as the Gospel message itself.13 The church’s defense of both the 

primacy of the common good and the RPP remain expressions of fundamental moral and 

anthropological truths transposed into a modern, socio-political register. This transposition does 

not change the content of Church teaching, it merely vests this teaching with a new expression 

harmonized for the mode of our time. Indeed, the principles of CST are rooted in layers of soil 

compacted ages before Pope Leo ever set pen to paper; and thus, our search for the link between 

the UDG and the RPP would be remiss if it failed to begin long before Rerum Novarum.  

 With these caveats in mind, let us begin our search. 

  

 
 13 “[CST is not] an ideology, but rather the accurate formulation of the results of a careful reflection on the 
complex realities of human existence, in society and in the international order, in the light of faith and of the Church’s 
tradition. Its main aim is to interpret these realities, determining their conformity with or divergence from the lines of 
the Gospel teaching on man and his vocation, a vocation which is at once earthly and transcendent; its aim is thus to 
guide Christian behavior. It therefore belongs to the field, not of ideology, but of theology and particularly of moral 
theology.” Pope John Paul II. “Sollicitudo Rei Socialis,” 41. 
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Chapter 1  
The Historical Perspective 

 Although Pope Leo XIII advanced the Church’s contemporary affirmation of the RPP and 

its rootedness in nature,14 his 1891 encyclical, Rerum Novarum, did not spring from a vacuum but 

was, instead, one more step along an ancient path whose philosophical beginning laid long before 

the Christian era. Quite naturally, then, we may assume that a full appreciation of the Church’s 

defense of the RPP could never be had without viewing it within the larger context of this tradition. 

This first chapter attempts to fill this gap by summarizing, if even in the most sparse fashion, 

history’s most influential philosophical approaches to the question of private property given by 

thinkers before the dawn of CST. This summary will comprise four stages. Section 1.1 explores 

the ancient philosophical approach to the question of property given by Plato, Aristotle, and 

Cicero. Section 1.2 reviews the early Church’s reception of this tradition, its reticence to defend 

private property rights, and its moral suspicion of private ownership as a  temptation to greed. 

Section 1.3 summarizes the classical liberal innovations regarding the foundations of the RPP. And 

finally, section 1.4 analyses the Marxian attack on the very institution of private property itself.  

1.1. Plato and Aristotle 

 History’s first commentary on the nature and place of private property in the social order 

was voiced by her first two philosophical interlocutors, Plato and Aristotle. As Raphael’s famous 

painting The School of Athens illustrates, Plato, with arm raised high and finger pointed to the 

heavens, strove only to embrace a world of ideal forms. As a result, he denied the legitimacy of 

private property in his ideal society and demanded that all goods be held in common in keeping 

with the program of this ideal.15 By contrast, Aristotle, Plato’s more pragmatic student, with arm 

 
 14 Pope Leo XIII, “Rerum Novarum,” 47. 
 15 Plato, The Republic in The Collected Dialogues of Plato, Edited by Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns. 
Translated by Benjamin Jowett. Princeton (MA: Princeton University Press, 1961), Book iii 416. 
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rooted by his side and hand grounded toward the earth, strove to embrace the real world of 

subsistent things, the world as it truly presents itself to our senses, and thus, he embraced private 

property as a fundamental component of the harmonious social order insisting that goods be owned 

privately in keeping with man’s true nature and innate love of self.16 The gap that yawned between 

these thinkers’ understanding of the role of property in society bequeathed to future generations a 

battle-line that all subsequent debates over property’s legitimacy would straddle. Ever since these 

two thinkers drew this line, all later debates over private property have been colored by this 

ideal/practical divide. On the one hand, those who wish all things to be held in common are seen 

as speculative idealists. On the other hand, those who accept the necessity of private ownership 

are seen as empirical, practical realists. Let us then examine these two thinkers and the origin of 

their conclusions. 

1.1.1. Plato’s Perfect Unity 

 In The Republic, Plato places on the lips of Socrates a description of the ideal society and 

teaches that, in the ideal state, goods must be held, not in private, but in common, under the 

management of appointed and educated governors, and used for the common benefit of all. 

Regarding the governors of the city, Socrates teaches that,   

In the first place, none must possess any private property save the indispensable. Secondly, 
none must have any habitation or treasure house which is not open for all to enter at will. 
Their food, in such quantities as are needful for athletes of war sober and brave, they must 
receive as an agreed stipend from the other citizens as the wages of their guardianship, so 
measured that there shall be neither superfluity at the end of the year nor any lack.17 

 
For Socrates, the goods of the city are meant for the common use of all in that city. And since 

goods are meant for common use, he reasoned that ownership or governance of these goods must 

 
 16 See Aristotle. Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Edited by Richard McKeon (New York: Random 
House, Inc., 2001). Book ii Ch. 3, 5.  
 17 Plato, The Republic, Book iii 416 d-e. 
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likewise be common. His rational is quite simple; if a good’s use be common, its ownership must 

be common as well.18 Here, Socrates implicitly recognizes a conceptual distinction between two 

aspects of property, that is, on the one hand, its ownership, and on the other hand, its use; a 

distinction that future thinkers will surely adopt. However, although he recognizes this distinction, 

he nonetheless fails to sufficiently parse the difference between ownership and use.19 For Socrates, 

such a unity exists between the ownership of a good and the use of a good that he failed to see how 

the ownership of a good could be anything other than a mirror image of its rightful common use.20 

In other words, ownership and common use must align symmetrically without division between 

them. Yet, where Socrates failed to sufficiently distinguish how ownership and use serve the 

common good in different ways, Plato’s student, Aristotle, would soon succeed.  

 

 

 
 18 It is thought that Plato’s description of common ownership among the guardians of the city in Book III & 
V of the Republic is a response to the questions of Thrasymachus in Book I: Do rulers rule for their own interest or 
the interest of the city? And is the tendency of those in power to seek their own interest an inevitability? Plato’s 
response is to align the interests of the city and the guardians through the material means of common ownership. 
Cinzia Arruzza explains the reasoning; “I take care of the things I love. But I will love the most the things with which 
I share an interest. In other words, the identity of my self-interest and of the interests of the thing I love is constitutive 
of this love itself and therefore of the fact that I take care of the things I love. The logical conclusion is that, on the 
other hand, the interests of the Guardians have to be identical to the interests of the town and, on the other hand, that 
every possible antagonism between the self-interest of the Guardians and the interests of the polis is a source of 
political and social trouble.” Cinzia Arruzza, "The Private and the Common in Plato's 'Republic'." History of Political 
Thought (Imprint Academic Ltd.) 32, no. 2 (Summer 2011), 221. 
 19 Plato only saw the ownership of goods as a threat to the Guardian’s proper governance of them. Warning 
of the Guardian’s property he claims, “But whenever they shall acquire for themselves land of their own and houses 
and coin, they will be householders and farmers instead of guardians, and will be transformed from the helpers of their 
fellow citizens to their enemies and masters, and so in hating and being hated, plotting and being plotted against, they 
will pass their days fearing far more rather the townsmen within than the foemen without – and then even then laying 
the course of near shipwreck for themselves and the state.” Plato, The Republic, Book iii 417 a-b. 
 20 In Book V Plato envisions the guardian’s private ownership of goods as necessarily rending these goods 
from public use by the polis. “Then isn’t it true, just as I claimed, that what we are saying now, taken together with 
what we said before, makes even better guardians out of them and prevents them from tearing the city apart by not 
calling the same things ‘mind’? If different people apply the term to different things, one would drag into his own 
house whatever he could separate from the others, and another would drag things into a different house to a different 
wife and children, and this would make for pleasures and pains at private things. But our people, on the other hand, 
will think of the same things as their own, aim at the same goal, and, as far as possible, feel pleasure and pain in 
unison.” Plato, The Republic, Book v 464 c-d (translation from Arruzza).  
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1.1.2. Aristotle’s Order 

 In direct contrast to Socrates’s ideal, Aristotle stresses the importance of private property 

in the flourishing city by presenting a more nuanced understanding of the nature of property itself. 

“That all persons call the same thing mine may be a fine thing,” he admits in his Politics throwing 

a token of respect to his teacher, “but it is impracticable; . . . such a unity in no way conduces to 

harmony.”21 And by “unity” here Aristotle refers to Socrates’s aligning of a good’s common use 

with its common ownership.22 Thus, Aristotle explicitly situates his defense of private property 

under the rubric of the practical. For him, it is simply impractical that property be held in common. 

And he argues this by three reasons. First, as was just mentioned, private property conduces to 

harmony in society. Second, man tends to manage well, that is, with greater care, that which he 

calls his own.23 And third, private property conduces to greater peace among neighbors.24 Virtually 

all subsequent defenders of the RPP, especially St. Thomas Aquinas, have appropriated these three 

arguments.25  

 Although Aristotle’s reflections on property never fully leave the arena of the practical, his 

real innovation was not in articulating the practical benefits of property in every-day life but rather 

in drawing the crucial distinction between ownership and use that Plato’s idealism left implicitly 

tacit. Where Plato’s failure to adequately distinguish between ownership and use left them both as 

a strict unity, Aristotle’s fuller appreciation of the distinction allowed him to finally separate two 

 
 21 Aristotle, Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 3 (1261b 30-32). 
 22 See Aristotle, Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263b 31 - 1264a 1) 
 23 “For that which is common to the greatest number has the least care bestowed upon it. Everyone thinks 
chiefly of his own, hardly at all of the common interest; and only when he is himself concerned as an individual.” 
Aristotle. Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 3 (1261b 34-35). 
 24 “There is much more quarreling among those who have all things in common, though there are not many 
of them when compared with the vast numbers who have private property.” Aristotle. Politics in The Basic Works of 
Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263 23-26). 
 25 See Thomas Aquinas. Summa Theologiae (hereafter ST), Translated by Fathers of the English Dominican 
Province (New York: Benziger Brothers, Inc., 1947), II-II, Q66, 2 co. 
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related yet divergent aspects of property. He realized that, under one aspect, a good can indeed be 

owned privately, and yet, under another aspect, that same good, while still in private hands, could 

nonetheless be used or shared in common. This contrast lies at the heart of his insight.  

 In his Politics he says that, “Property should be in a certain sense common but, as a general 

rule, private.”26 This language is intriguing since we might ask: In what “certain sense” should 

property be common? And how might this commonality exist alongside private ownership “as a 

general rule?” Aristotle hints at an answer as he continues.  

For, when everyone has a distinct interest, men will not complain of one another, and they 
will make more progress, because everyone will be attending to his own business. And yet 
by reason of goodness, and in respect of use, “friends,” as the proverb says, “will have all 
things in common.”27 

 
For Aristotle, then, like his teacher Plato, it seems to be “in respect of use” that goods be common. 

Yet, in contrast to Plato’s unity, it would then be in respect of ownership that each citizen retain a 

“distinct interest” of his own conducing to greater peace. How might this work? 

 Analyzing his thought in greater detail, we can see that, since every citizen’s property leads 

him to attend “to his own business,” each citizen possesses a “distinct interest” for which he labors. 

This distinctness leads each citizen to “not complain of one another” and, in Aristotle’s own words, 

to “make more progress.” We must assume that by the phrase “make more progress” he refers to 

property in respect of its owned governance (not its common use), since it is through private 

property that each citizen manifests his own “distinct interest” from others in governing “his own 

business.” Aristotle then brackets-off common use from ownership/governance as a distinct aspect 

of property moving independently from its owner’s distinct interest when he says, “In respect of 

use, friends will have all things in common.” The distinction, then, is clearly drawn. On the one 

 
 26 Aristotle. Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263a 25). 
 27 Aristotle. Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263a 26-30). Emphasis mine. 
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hand, with respect to a man’s own interests and business, he possesses his own property; yet on 

the other hand, regarding the use of his property, he shares his goods with others. Shortly hereafter 

in the same work, Aristotle makes this distinction more explicit. “Although every man has his own 

property, some things he will place at the disposal of his friends, while of others he shares the use 

with them.”28 And later again he says, “It is clearly better that property should be private, but the 

use of it common.”29 

 These passages of Aristotle not only present the same simple concepts of ownership and 

common use that we saw in Plato’s Republic, they go one step further; they also reveal a mutual 

relationship between ownership and common use that will be crucial for all future discussions 

regarding property. Let us look closely at Aristotle’s words to see why. Ownership and use are two 

independent aspects of property that, while remaining distinct, must each work together with the 

other. There are three features of this relationship to note. First, a real relation exists between 

ownership and use so that one mutually depends on the other. Second, a particular good’s 

ownership may be ordered towards its use in such a way that some aspects of private ownership 

may exist for the sake of common use. In other words, common use has the character of an end, 

and private ownership has the character of a means to that end. Third, aspects of the common use 

of privately owned goods may conduce to a type of “friendship,” in society.  

1.1.3. Aristotle, Property, & Friendship 

 We must take careful notice of Aristotle’s insertion of the notion of “friendship” in his 

reflection on private property since, at first glance, the individuality that private property 

presumedly fosters seems antithetical to the communion shared among friends. But Aristotle’s 

analysis goes much deeper than these presumptions. For him, private property indeed distinguishes 

 
 28 Aristotle. Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263a 33-35). Emphasis mine. 
 29 Aristotle. Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263a 38). Emphasis mine. 
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citizens in a certain sense but, far from fostering a harmful individuality, it may work to facilitate 

a relationship of mutual sharing among neighbors of the goods of the earth, a sharing among 

neighbors that would otherwise be impossible if it were not for that very private property that also 

separates them. This is his crucial insight. He insists that, “No one, when men have all things in 

common, will any longer set an example of liberality or do any liberal action; for liberality consists 

in the use which is made of property.”30 This insertion of the notion of “liberality” and “friendship” 

in his reflections on private property suggests that private property is a necessary condition for a 

mutual benefit among neighbors – a liberality, magnanimity, or generosity – issuing from their 

sharing of goods that expresses the neighbor’s sharing of their very selves. Let us explore this 

further since it is precisely here that Aristotle opens a new door of speculation.  

 Although we mentioned that Aristotle almost exclusively emphasizes the practical benefits 

of private property (and this is certainly what his arguments are famous for), it is precisely at the 

points of sharing and friendship that he begins to cross the threshold of the mere practical and 

move his reflections on private property into a realm of theoretical speculation. He begins such a 

transition when he claims that, 

It is clearly better that property should be private, but the use of it common; and the special 
business of the legislator is to create in men this benevolent disposition. Again, how 
immeasurably greater is the pleasure when a man feels a thing to be his own; for surely the 
love of self is a feeling implanted by nature and not given in vain, although selfishness is 
rightly censured; this, however, is not the mere love of self, but the love of self in excess.31 

 
In these few sentences, Aristotle not only connects private ownership with common use, but he 

connects private ownership with the notions of law (the legislator), benevolence, pleasure, self-

love, and natural love (love “implanted by nature”). What are we to make of these associations? 

First, virtue and benevolence render friendship possible; in that, without virtue there is no 

 
 30 Aristotle. Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263b 12-14) 
 31 Aristotle. Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263a 38- 1263b 2). 
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friendship.32 Second, the virtue and benevolence necessary for friendship are also the very keys 

unlocking the connection between a good’s private ownership and its common use. Since “friends 

share all things in common,” the sharing of friendship allows goods, once privately owned, in 

some way to be commonly shared. At this point a paradox emerges in Aristotle’s description of 

the relation between friendship/sharing and ownership/use, in that, at one and the same time, while 

friendship enables private ownership to serve common use, without the preexisting institution of 

private property the very virtue and benevolence necessary for that friendship would not take root. 

This seems a radical claim, but Aristotle insists no less when he says that, “There is the greatest 

pleasure in doing a kindness or service to friends or guests or companions, which can only be 

rendered when a man has private property.”33 

 For Aristotle then, without private property, that is, without goods that one may call his 

own, one would lack a necessary condition for the virtue and benevolence that would facilitate 

friendship among different and diverse citizens. Only when a man has his own distinct interests 

from that of his fellow citizen, can he then share his interests and goods with his fellow citizen qua 

other; that is, as one who is a true sharer in the good things owned.34 Let us not forget, in the 

ancient tradition a friend is like another self, one to whom we wish to share good things just as we 

might wish good things to ourselves.35 When one citizen shares his private goods with another qua 

 
 32 Although a full treatment of the notion of friendship is outside the scope of this work, in his treatise on 
friendship, Cicero clearly articulates the wisdom common to most all ancient thinkers following Aristotle, “I must at 
the very beginning lay down this principle, friendship can only exist between good men.” Marcus Tullius Cicero, 
Treatises on Friendship and Old Age, (New York, NY: Amazon: A Public Domain Book, 2010), 10. And later he 
states, “For nothing inspires love, nothing conciliates affection, like virtue.” Marcus Tullius Cicero, Treatises on 
Friendship and Old Age, 13. 
 33 Aristotle, Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263b 5-7). Emphasis mine. 
 34 “Nature has given us friendship as the handmaid of virtue, not as a partner in guilt: to the end that virtue, 
being powerless when isolated to reach the highest objects, might succeed in doing so in union and partnership with 
another.” Marcus Tullius Cicero, Treatises on Friendship and Old Age, 25. 
 35 “For we define a friend as one who wishes and does what is good, or seems so, for the sake of his friend.” 
Aristotle, Ethics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. IX Ch. 4 (1166a 3-5). 
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other it is as if he is sharing his very self. This engenders a good-will or benevolence between 

different citizens that forms the essence of the social order. Only when interests are distinct can 

they then be shared; no sharing is possible among those things that are already common. And 

finally, only when goods are shared can they induce to social order rather than mere social 

sameness.  

1.1.4. Contra Plato 

 This leads directly to the core of Aristotle’s explicit argument against the unity of Socrates 

in Plato’s Republic. Socrates’s unity between common ownership and common use was, quite 

simply, an over-unity, an excess of sameness that eliminates a necessary condition for social 

sharing and order. Aristotle makes this point clear when he states that “The error of Socrates must 

be attributed to the false notion of unity from which he starts.” He continues; 

For there is a point at which a state may attain such a degree of unity as to be no longer a 
state, or at which, without actually ceasing to exist, it will become an inferior state, like 
harmony passing into unison, or rhythm which has been reduced to a single foot. The state, 
as I was saying, is a plurality, which should be united and made into a community by 
education.36 
 

For Aristotle, the happy city is precisely a community of diverse and varied citizens – diverse 

skills, talents, personalities, intelligences, wishes, desires, loves – all coming together in a virtuous 

unity of harmonious order, not all thrown together by a legal imposition of equality or sameness. 

For Aristotle, any legal demand for common ownership of all goods or a legal dissolution of 

property into one common mass, no matter how well intentioned the legislator may be, will never 

create the social unity of the happy city but, at best, only a cosmetic truce between competitors.37 

 
 36 Aristotle, Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263b 31 – 1264a 1). 
 37 Aristotle explains that, “Such legislation may have a specious appearance of benevolence; men readily 
listen to it, and are easily induced to believe that in some wonderful manner everybody will become everybody’s 
friend, especially when someone is heard denouncing the evils now existing in states, suits about contracts, convictions 
for perjury, flatteries of rich men and the like, which are said to arise out of the possession of private property.” 
Aristotle, Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263b 15-22). 
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The unity and social harmony that men desire can only be wrought through virtue, friendship, and 

right education. Only virtue and friendship will render citizens apt to share their goods with one 

another in a way that brings pleasure and self-fulfillment. The main point is clear, for Aristotle 

there exists no necessary antagonism between private ownership and common use but rather a 

mutual relationship between them so that private ownership necessarily serves common use. Given 

the nature of friendship and social order, the private ownership of goods seems to be just as 

“natural” as their common use.  

 Marcus Tullius Cicero, antiquity’s next great defender of private property, echoes the same 

truth in his work De Officiis. 

This, then, is the most comprehensive bond that unites together men as men and all to all; 
and under it the common right to all things that nature has produced for the common use 
of man to be maintained, with the understanding that, while everything assigned as private 
property by the statutes and by civil law shall be so held as prescribed by those same laws, 
everything else shall be regarded in the light indicated by the Greek proverb: “Amongst 
friends all things in common.”38 

 
Cicero echoes Aristotle in articulating the same relationship between private ownership and 

common use. For both thinkers, since private ownership and common use are distinct realities, 

ownership and use must both be treated differently by the law of the state. Where it is civil law 

that establishes and limits private property (Aristotle’s “legislator” or Cicero’s “statutes and civil 

laws”), it is virtue, benevolence, good education, and friendship that establish and govern common 

use. It is also, according to Aristotle, “the special business of the legislator to create in men this 

benevolent disposition.”39 Precisely how the legislator creates this “benevolent disposition” is the 

source of much debate and beyond the scope of this essay to answer (the ancient assumption was 

 
 38 Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Officiis (New York, NY: The Macmillan Co., 1913), 25. 
 39 Aristotle, Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263a 38). 
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always education). Nevertheless, our thesis is clear that Aristotle and much of the ancient tradition 

following him recognized the necessity of private property for any flourishing society.  

 As we will see in chapter 2, virtually all of Aristotle’s arguments in defense of the RPP 

will be taken up, systematized, and Christianized by scholastic theologians of the Middle Ages, 

especially St. Thomas Aquinas. But our brief summary of the philosophical approaches to property 

has not arrived there just yet. The early Church’s reception of this ancient debate was, at best, 

spotty, and Aristotle’s defense of private property was by no means accepted without reservation. 

Let us turn then to this Christian reception. 

1.2. Early Christian Reception 

 As mentioned above, the battle line in the ancient debate over private property did not 

merely divide Plato and Aristotle as thinkers, but even more, it divided an entire idealist camp 

from a realist camp, a speculative camp from a practical camp; and once early Christians entered 

the debate, their faith by no means erased this divide but, in many ways, only reinforced it. But 

why? Why were early Christian thinkers reluctant to embrace private property as a good? To 

answer we must first understand that early Christians harbored a general suspicion of pagan 

thought, especially that of Aristotle (1.2.1.).40 Second, given this suspicion of pagan philosophy, 

some Christian thinkers lacked the tools to distinguish the goodness of property from the evil of 

greed (1.2.2.). 

 

 

 
 40 An example of this suspicion is a closing to an oration given by Gregory of Nazianzus who warns his 
readers against Aristotelianism which is, in his words, more fit for the market than for the Church. “This brief 
discussion has been offered in the interests of doctrine, not of controversy; as a fisherman would, not some precious 
Aristotelian; with spiritual, not mischievous intent; in a manner suited to the Church, not the market place; as a benefit 
to others, not as a rhetorical show.” Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus: Select Orations, Fathers of the 
Church. Translated by Martha Venson (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2003), Or. 23.12 
(Third Oration on Peace). 
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1.2.1. Aristotle On Trial 

 Aristotle defended private property as a practical tool for organizing social cooperation 

given the vicissitudes of human nature as it presents itself in the real world of our experience. But 

for the Christian, was not Aristotle’s “real world” the old world that was passing away (1 Cor. 

7:31)? Wasn’t Aristotle’s “real world” the world devoid of the new law of grace, a grace that heals 

nature’s wounds and brings us back to the purity of our origins in God? After all, Aristotle 

possessed no notion of a prelapsarian grace-filled human nature, no prehistoric fall from grace, 

and certainly no subsequent redemption from sin – all revealed truths of the Christian faith. Thus, 

many Christians naturally assumed that, with the redemption of our natures, the scarcity, strife, 

social discord, and lack of harmony between neighbors – the very social evils Aristotle’s property 

was meant to curb – should now all be seen as part of the old law of the flesh at odds with the new 

law of the spirit (Gal. 5:17). As a result, the early Christian attitude towards private property was 

ambivalent at best, and outright suspicious at worst.41  

 Since Christians remained faithful to the Decalogue forbidding the unlawful taking of 

another’s property, they did retain a sense of the theological value of private ownership, one’s right 

to the use of his own possessions, and the great harm done to one’s neighbor if the relationship 

between he and his possessions is disrespected or even violated through theft or robbery. They 

retained an intuitive awareness that one could indeed harm his neighbor in and through harming 

his neighbor’s possessions.42 Yet, in spite of this, they remained silent as to the positive role of 

private property in a life of Christian sanctity.  

 
 41 For a monograph highlighting the early Christian suspicion of private property see Charles Avila, 
Ownership: Early Christian Teaching (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 1983). 
 42 “The relationship between person and property to the degree that an injury to property is understood as a 
personal injury was found in the teaching of Joannes de Lignano. This explicit teaching in the fourteenth century has 
its roots in earlier statements by Alexander of Hales and Thomas Aquinas. Both comment on the crime of linking an 
ox belonging to another. They teach that the killing is a crime of theft; for the harm is not done to the owner directly, 
but rather he surfers injury in his property. There is in this teaching a connection made between the person and his 
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 As early as the 1st century, St. Luke took note in the Acts of the Apostles that the first 

Christians in the Jerusalem community “were of one heart and soul, and no one said that any of 

the things which he possessed was his own, but they had everything in common” (Acts 4:32).43 

Christians have debated for centuries as to whether Luke intended his statement to be prescriptive 

or descriptive; that is, a universal prescription for how all Christians in every time and place ought 

to relate to private possessions or instead a single description of the historical situation of the first-

century Jerusalem community. The Christian tradition seems to suggest the latter, as there is little 

to no evidence that Luke’s description of the Jerusalem community’s liquidation of all private 

goods was ever a normative practice everywhere else.44 The larger Christian tradition strongly 

suggests that St. Luke did not intend his description of the Jerusalem community as a universal 

prohibition against private possessions.45 

 

 

 
property; the owner is harmed through the injury to what is his.” Shaun J. Sullivan, Killing in Defense of Privat 
Property: The Development of a Roman Catholic Moral Teaching, Thirteenth to Eighteenth Centuries (Missoula, 
Montana: Scholars Press, 1976), 127-128. Also note ST II-II, q. 64, a. 1, ad 3, “He that kills another’s ox, sins, not 
through killing the ox, but through injuring another man in his property. Wherefore this is not a species of the sin of 
murder but of the sin of theft or robbery.” 
 43 All scripture passages are quoted from the Revised Standard Version Catholic Edition. St. Luke also states 
that “All who believed were together and had all things in common; and they sold their possessions and goods and 
distributed them to all, as any had need” (Acts 2:44-45). 
 44 As evidence for this, shortly after the above statement in The Acts of the Apostles, St. Luke himself 
mentions that Barnabas, one of the twelve, was singled out as selling a plot of his own land and given the money to 
the community of apostles (see Acts 4:36-37). In the words of Johannes Munck, “It would not have been necessary to 
stress this if ‘all of them’ had done so.” Johannes Munck, The Anchor Bible: The Acts of the Apostles (Garden City, 
NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc. 1967), 22. 
 It is also important to note that the Christian tradition has always seen great value in one’s free choice (we 
must stress free choice) to divest himself of all possessions for the sake of living entirely for prayer and Christian 
service. This is the way of perfection sanctioned by the Church in most forms of religious or consecrated life. “If you 
would be perfect,” says our Lord, “go, sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; 
and come, follow me” (Matthew 19:21). Yet in spite of the value of voluntary poverty, the Church has also fought to 
curb the zealous tendency to universalize absolute poverty as a norm for all Christians.  
 45 For an excellent history of the Church’s response to the development of the modern economy, see Lester 
K Little, Religious Poverty and the Profit Economy in Medieval Europe (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 
1978).  
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1.2.2. The Fathers’ Suspicions 

 The patristic witness remained reticent to affirm the moral goodness of private ownership 

but instead spoke of it more as a necessary evil in a fallen world or like a bandage to cover the 

practical effects of human selfishness. St. Thomas Aquinas in his Summa Theologiae cites St. 

Basil’s (330–379AD) objections to property ownership (objections that St. Thomas would soon 

refute).46 In St. Basil’s objections he, like Plato before him, unified governance and use to such a 

degree that he saw no difference between the private ownership of a thing and its potential to be 

shared independently of that ownership. Commenting on the parable of the rich young man, Basil 

asks, “tell me: which are yours? Where did you take them from and bring them into being?”47 

suggesting through his rhetorical questions that only those things which a man possesses by nature 

(as God possesses all things as creator) may be called his own possession. As a result, for Basil, 

all that God has created, that is, all over which God alone bears supreme dominion as Creator, 

must have only God as owner; and to men, then, only the common use of creation remains.  

 Likewise, St. John Chrysostom (347–407AD) preached in no uncertain terms against 

Christians holding private property. He claims, “Let us learn that as often as we have not given 

alms, we shall be punished like those who have plundered. . . For what we possess is not personal 

property; it belongs to all.”48 Here, although his use of the word “alms” implies a notion of 

ownership of some kind (one must not give what one does not own), his instance that these alms 

are “not personal property” still implies that, for him, the common use of all God’s gifts not only 

trumps any title to private ownership, but is even antagonistic to any private ownership. Also, his 

 
 46 See ST II-II, q. 66, a. 1, obj. 2; II-II, q. 66, a. 2, ad 3; and II-II, q. 32, a. 5, ad 3. 
 47 St. Basil the Great, Ὁμιλία πρὸς τοὺς πλουτούντας “Sermon to the Rich.” Patrologia Graeca, vol. 31, cols. 
277C-304C. Taken from Charles Avila, Ownership, 50. 
 48 Taken from Charles Avila, Ownership, 84. 
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use of the word “plunder,” suggests a direct equation between, on the one hand, a failure to give 

alms and, on the other hand, a sin of theft. In a homily on 1 Corinthians he states,  

For we have all things from Christ. Both existence itself we have through Him, and life, 
and breath, and light, and air, and earth. And if He were to exclude us from any one of 
these, we are lost and undone. . . And all this about mine and yours are bare words only, 
and does not stand for things. For if you do but say the house is yours, it is a word without 
a reality: since the very air, earth, matter, are the Creator’s; and so are you too yourself, 
who has framed it; and all other things also. But supposing the use to be yours, even this is 
uncertain, not on account of death alone, but also before death, because of the instability 
of things.49 

 
This passage is revealing since it shows that, although aware of at least a conceptual distinction 

between ownership and use, he explicitly downplays this distinction as unimportant due to the 

“instability of things.” For him, like many of the Church Fathers, the distinction between 

ownership and use was tenuous at best and, at worst, morally suspect, since it left open the 

temptation for fallen human nature to claim some God-like ownership over that which only the 

true God has dominion. Although their rhetoric may seem extreme, Sts. Basil and John 

Chrysostom’s suspicion of property represents a popular position in early Christianity. 

 St. Augustine (354–430AD), although recognizing the liceity of ownership from the 7th 

commandment’s prohibition against theft, remained highly sensitive to the moral dangers of 

private property. Regarding the very nature of property, Augustine did not unify ownership and 

use to the extent of Plato, Basil, or Chrysostom, yet he stood convinced that fallen human nature 

could scarcely remain uncorrupted by private possessions. He cries,  

Redouble your charity! For, on account of the things which each one of us possesses singly, 
wars exist, hatreds, discords, strifes among human beings, tumults, dissensions, scandals, 
sins, injustices, and murders. Why? Do we fight over the things we possess in common? 
We inhale this air in common with others, we all see the sun in common.50 

 

 
 49 John Chrysostom, "www.documentacatholicaomnia.eu." St. John Chrysostom Homilies on First 
Corinthians. May 31, 2006. https://www.documentacatholicaomnia.eu/03d/0345-0407,_Iohannes_Chrysostomus,-
_Homilies_on_First_Corinthians,_EN.pdf (accessed Dec. 23, 2020), Homily X on 1 Cor. 4:2. Emphasis mine. 
 50 Taken from Charles Avila, Ownership, 120. 
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Here we see Augustine directly opposing Aristotle’s argument that it is precisely the commonness 

of shared goods, not the private-ness, that leads to more strife and social discord. 

 Interestingly, although Augustine’s rhetoric mirrors that of Basil and Chrysostom, he 

always subordinated private ownership to common use showing a more heightened awareness of 

the relationship between these concepts than did Basil and Chrysostom.51 Augustine also 

incorporated into his comments on property an Aristotelian distinction that recognized common 

use as assigned “by nature” and private ownership as only assigned “by law.”52 This distinction 

will play a crucial role in St. Thomas’s explanation of how ownership and use will relate to one 

another in the notion of private property and how a RPP must be governed by law.  

 There is little doubt, then, that the Fathers’ suspicion of private property tainted Christian 

attitudes towards property’s goodness for centuries. For the purpose of this thesis, however, one 

must take note of one glaring puzzle. Why is it that the Father’s invective against private property 

seems directly opposed to the praise of the RPP found in modern CST? The first piece to this 

puzzle will be a recognition that much of the Fathers’ suspicions of property were indeed founded 

on, and drawn from, the Biblical witness; none of their extreme warnings against the dangers of 

possessions are without at least some parallel in the prophetic or wisdom literature of the Old 

 
 51 “[T]he man who makes evil use [of the things which can be taken from him against his will] clings to them 
with love and is entangled by them, that is, he becomes subject to those things which ought to be subject to him and 
creates for himself goods whose right and proper use require that he himself be good); but the man who uses these 
rightly proves that they are indeed goods, though not for him (for they do not make him good or better but become 
better because of him. Therefore he is not attached to them by love, lest he make them limbs, as it were, of his spirit 
(which happens if he loves them), and lest they weaken him with pain and wasting when they begin to be cut off from 
him. Instead, let him be above temporal things completely. He must be ready to possess and control them, and even 
more ready to lose and not to possess them.” Augustine, De Libero Arbitrio, Translated by Thomas Williams 
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1993), I. 15. 
 52 “In legal terms, for Augustine, the rightful claim to private property is always circumscribed by the law 
and, thus, when contested, will have to be adjudicated by the civil authority (in his time, by the emperor). That is to 
say, individual or private rights are not understood as ‘natural’ rights, for they do not inhere in individuals absent their 
recognition by the law.” Richard J. Dougherty, “Catholicism and the Economy: Augustine and Aquinas on Property 
Ownership.” Journal of Markets and Morality 6, no. 2 (Fall 2003), 481. 
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Testament.53 The next piece to this puzzle will be a recognition that, although the Father’s 

warnings were Biblical, the lack of a robust philosophical system underlying their reflections on 

Biblical teaching left them unable to draw the distinctions necessary to separate the true goodness 

of property from the evil of worldly attachment, the goodness of stewardship from the evil of 

selfish abuse, or most importantly, the goodness of self-interest from the evil of greed. These 

distinctions laid unarticulated until the scholastic era, particularly until the synthesis of St. Thomas 

Aquinas. But the final piece to this puzzle will be the uncovering of two final philosophical 

approaches to private property given in the modern world, approaches that greatly contributed to 

the modern Church’s language in defense of the RPP. 

1.3. Classical Liberalism 

 This historical sketch will now leap from the Patristic era to that of seventeenth and 

eighteenth-century classical liberalism, not because disciplined reflection on the question of 

property was absent between these eras, but only because the influence that the classical liberal 

treatment of the question of property had on the language and concerns of modern CST is second 

only to that of St. Thomas himself, whom we will study at length in the proceeding chapters. 

Without a grasp of the classical liberal view of private property, an understanding of modern CST 

would be handicapped at best. 

 After the Protestant revolt of the sixteenth century, virtually all of Western civilization’s 

most unquestioned institutions were placed on trial, not least of which was the RPP. Liberal 

philosophers of the seventeenth and eighteenth-centuries questioned the very foundations of 

property itself: What was it? Where did it come from? And how might one attain it? Being rooted 

 
 53 “He who loves money will not be satisfied with money; nor he who loves wealth, with gain: this also is 
vanity.” Ecclesiastes 5:10. “He who trusts in his riches will wither, but the righteous will flourish like a green leaf.” 
Proverbs 11:28. “The silver is mine, and the gold is mine, says the Lord of hosts.” Haggai 2:8. 
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in the Western tradition, their conclusions regarding property, law, and man’s relation to the 

world’s goods were not wholly alien to what Christianity had always known to be true, yet their 

method for arriving at these conclusions left many Catholic thinkers with a pending sense of 

distrust. But why? To answer, we must begin with a founding-father of enlightenment liberalism, 

John Locke (1.3.1.) and his innovation that private property emerges from human labor (1.3.2.). 

1.3.1. Owning One’s Own Person 

 John Locke (1632-1704), often considered the father of liberal political philosophy, 

proposed a novel theory of how a right to property is rooted in nature. As a 17th century Englishman 

he assumed many truths of the Christian West. For example; he assumed a common destination of 

the use of the earth’s goods and, like Aristotle, recognized a connection between man acting 

through his own property and man acting freely as a moral agent.54 Yet the novelty of his thought 

began once he asked: If the earth’s goods are given to all, from where did the reality of private 

ownership arise in the first place?  

 For Locke, the very concept of one’s ownership over external goods is rooted in a more 

fundamental ownership that one has over his own body. In his Second Treatise on Government, 

Locke states that, “though the earth, and all inferior creatures, be common to all men, yet every 

man has a property in his own person: this nobody has any right to but himself.”55 For Locke then, 

man first owns himself. This natural ownership that one has over his own body, provides a primal 

model or type, that is, one pre-legal “natural right” to ownership that may, in turn, be extended to 

the “legal rights” to ownership posited by human law. Simply put, any legal ownership that one 

 
 54 “John Locke, perhaps the most prominent English philosopher to have defended the theory of private 
property rights, made a connection between acting freely and responsibly as moral agents and having the right to 
private property. For Locke one has a right both to one’s person and to one’s estate.” Bruce Frohnen, Jeremy Beer, 
and Jeffrey O. Nelson, American Conservatism: An Encyclopedia (Wilmington, Delaware: ISI Books, 2006), 683. 
 55 John Locke, Second treaties on Government in Complete Works of John Locke (Hastings, East Sussex: 
Delphi Classics, 2017), Ch. 5, sec. 27. 
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might claim over a good extrinsic to himself is merely an extension of a natural ownership that he 

already enjoys over the good which is his own body. One’s property becomes an extension of 

himself.  

 At first glance, this conclusion might seem to resemble the Christian tradition in certain 

ways since, as we saw above, Christian thinkers recognized, given the implications of the 7th 

commandment, a type of union between owner and thing owned, that is, it is possible to harm 

one’s neighbor in and through harming that neighbor’s property.56 Yet the similarities between 

Locke and the Christian tradition end when we examine his method for arriving at his conclusion. 

We are left with the question: If it is true that all ownership of extrinsic goods is merely an 

externalized ownership of self, precisely how might this externalization take place? How might 

one superimpose onto the earth’s goods his natural right to possess his own body? 

1.3.2. Labor Theory of Property 

 For John Locke, since a man’s body is fundamentally “his own,” he may also call “his 

own” all the labor and toil performed through that body. Locke states, “The labor of his body, and 

the work of his hands, we may say, are properly his.”57 Labor, however, is unlike other types of 

human activity. Human labor impresses upon the natural world a fingerprint of man’s own 

rationality. Through this rational impression, human labor removes the material upon which it acts 

from its former state of nature and elevates it to a new state above the former state. This new state 

may be characterized as a type of “mixture,” where the raw materials of creation are “mixed,” so 

to speak, with man’s labor. Thus, since the product of human labor is a mixture of both the earth’s 

goods given equally to all and man’s labor over which he has sole possession, this mixed-product 

 
 56 See footnote 25 above. Also note ST II-II, q. 64, a. 1, ad 3, “He that kills another’s ox, sins, not through 
killing the ox, but through injuring another man in his property. Wherefore this is not a species of the sin of murder 
but of the sin of theft or robbery.” 
 57 John Locke, Second treaties on Government, Ch. 5, sec. 27. 
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then is also something over which the laborer may claim sole possession.58 Since man’s labor is 

his own, that which bears the mark of his labor is also his own. Locke teaches, 

Whatsoever then [man] removes out of the state that nature hath provided and left it in, he 
hath mixed his labor with, and joined to it something that is his own, and thereby makes it 
his property. It being by him removed from the common state nature hath placed it in, it 
hath by this labor something annexed to it, that excludes the common right of other men: 
for this labor being the unquestionable property of the laborer, no man but he can have a 
right to what that is once joined to, at least where there is enough, and as good, left in 
common for others.59 

  
 Locke, then, proposes what can be called a “labor theory of property,” one in which the 

RPP originates in human labor. The exact nature of this “mixing” is unclear, but for Lock, human 

labor becomes the very mechanism by which the natural ownership over one’s body may be 

extended to a legal ownership over the goods of the earth. This “labor theory of property” became 

a touchstone of enlightenment liberal thinking60 influencing thinkers no less important that the 

Scottish father of modern economics, Adam Smith.  

 In his work An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Smith writes,  

The property which every man has in his own labor, as it is the original foundation of all 
other property, so it is the most sacred and inviolable. The patrimony of a poor man lies in 
the strength and dexterity of his hands; and to hinder him from employing this strength and 
dexterity in what manner he thinks proper, without injury to his neighbor, is a plain 
violation of this most sacred property.61 

 

 
 58 “Locke advanced the theory that when one mixes one’s labor with nature, one gains ownership of the part 
of nature with which the labor was mixed. While initially nature is a gift from God to us all, once we individually mix 
our labor with some portion of it, it becomes ours alone.” Bruce Frohnen, American Conservatism, 683. 
 59 John Locke, Second treaties on Government, Ch. 5, sec. 27. We must also note that, in the last sentence, 
Locke still recognizes a common use that ought to be the true destination of all goods.  
 60 The liberal J.S. Mill uses the labor theory of property to distinguish ownership over what he calls 
“movables” to ownership over land. He does this since only God’s labor was the source of the land and, as a result, 
only God owns the land. “No man made the land. It is the original inheritance of the whole species. Its appropriation 
is wholly a question of general expediency. When private property in land is not expedient, it is unjust. The reverse is 
the case with property in movables, and in all things the product of labor: over these, the owner's power both of use 
and of exclusion should be absolute, except where positive evil to others would result from it; but, in the case of land, 
no exclusive right should be permitted in any individual which cannot be shown to be productive of positive good.” 
John Stuart Mill, Principles of Political Economy in Collected Works of John Stuart Mill (Toronto, Ontario: University 
of Toronto Press, 1965), Bk II, Ch. 1, sec. 6. 
 61 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (New York: Digireads 
Publishing, 2017) Kindle Location 2528. 
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As Smith’s words reveal, the liberal equivalence between a right to self, a right to labor, and a 

right to property tended to amplify the RPP beyond what the Christian West had previously 

understood. For the Christian West property had indeed been seen as a good, but only as a relative 

good; that is, following Aristotle, it was always a means to the end of common use. But the liberal 

tradition’s rooting of property in an individual’s labor removed common use entirely from the 

property equation. Now, private property receives its value, not because of its social end or, more 

accurately, its final cause of common use, but rather because of its beginning or, more accurately, 

its efficient cause of an individual’s personal labor. Private property receives its intelligibility not 

as a social reality but as an individual reality. Needless to say, these features of liberalism’s labor 

theory of property will soon bear unintended consequences. 

 Understanding liberalism’s labor theory of property is necessary for a full appreciation of 

CST since its emphasis on the dignity of human labor is not without echoes of Locke and Smith.62 

Yet in spite of the similarities that do exist between classical liberalism and CST, at its origin, the 

liberal tradition remained clouded in the rationalist secularism of the seventeenth and eighteenth-

centuries rendering it far too unpalatable for traditional Christianity to easily digest. Thus the 

Christian reception of liberalism was also spotty at best. Christian theology knows that a true 

conclusion hoisted upon false premises will soon fail, and many feared that, although it did defend 

the RPP, the Lockean equation between a right to self, a right to labor, and a right to property had 

opened a hidden pandora’s box that would inevitably, given time, unleash its own demise. For 

example: how might a labor theory of property serve common use? Or again, if property emerges 

 
 62 In the words of Catholic economist Mary Hirschfeld, “the tradition of Catholic social thought has at least 
one strand, most notably found in Pope Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum (7), Pope John Paul II, Laborem exercens (12), and 
Pope John Paul II, Centesimus Annus (31), which does argue that the property right originates in our labor.” Mary L. 
Hirschfeld, Aquinas and the Market: Toward a Humane Economy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018), 
endnote 22, 249. 
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from labor, what about the disabled, or those whose labor is of less quality? Do they possess a 

lesser RPP? Or again, if property emerges from labor, what about inherited property for which one 

did not labor? Does it not exist? What about the alienation of property through a sale or purchase? 

Does one have no right to purchased property? These questions reveal that the liberal tradition 

failed to provide a philosophical ground for a truly Christian understanding of the RPP. And as 

many feared, the dubious premises upon which liberalism built its system were quickly hijacked, 

twisted, and used against itself in yet another modern theory of the origin of property. Yet this new 

theory would produce conclusions far removed from the values of Christian faith. To this system 

we must now turn. 

1.4. Marxian-socialism 

 As we saw, early Christians tended to look on Aristotle’s property, and the worldly system 

he espoused, with an air of suspicion. In a parallel way, Christians of the post-enlightenment era, 

although insisting on property as a natural right, remained equally suspicious of the liberal 

amplification of property as an absolute human value emerging from labor. Regarding the RPP, 

then, the Christian tradition seemed like a wanderer without a home, continually endorsing the 

RPP yet finding no fundamental theory of property rights that would sufficiently uphold all of her 

theological, social, moral, and anthropological values. However safe this wanderer-status might 

have been for centuries, it would soon encounter an intellectual movement that would cast 

sweeping doubt over many fundamental institutions of the Christian social order, including private 

property. In reaction to liberalism’s amplification of property rights there emerged perhaps the 

single greatest intellectual attack on the institution of private property endured by the modern 

world; this is the attack from Marxian-socialism of the 19th century. To understand the Marxian 

attack on property, let us first turn to the Marxian system itself (1.4.1). 
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1.4.1 The Marxian System 

 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels constructed their philosophy, not upon a metaphysics of 

substance and order as did Aristotle, St. Thomas, and the Christian West, but rather on a dialectical 

metaphysics of emerging self-contradictions where a thesis and antithesis battle towards a new 

thesis that will, in turn, give birth to its own new contradiction. This dialectical metaphysics was 

the direct patrimony of the German philosopher G.W.F. Hegel yet, instead of adopting 

Hegelianism whole-and-entire, Marx and Engels transposed the system into an historical and 

purely materialist key; an historical dialectical materialism.63 For them, all history consisted of a 

series of dialectical conflicts between emerging and opposing social and economic classes,64 where 

the class-struggle emerging from these oppositions became the very driving force behind history’s 

unfolding.65 In a word, all history is nothing but a story of these clashing social forces propelling 

its movement forward along necessary and foreseeable paths.  

 With dialectical materialism in hand, Marx and Engels stood convinced that history moved 

with systematic or (to use a more fitting word for Marx) ‘scientific’ necessity. For Marx, the paths 

along which class conflict propelled history were scientifically determined and, most importantly, 

scientifically discoverable. The Marxian historian, then, is more like an historical-scientist, a 

technician applying the dialectical method to history by uncovering the conflicting forces at the 

 
 63 In must be noted that, although Marx and Engels turned the weapon of dialectical materialism against the 
institution of private property, Hagel himself, following the liberal tradition, defended private property as an 
expression of, and a buttress for, authentic human freedom and self-expression. Roger Scruton writes, “Hegel was 
strongly influenced by the Roman-law concept of the corporate person, as an entity possessing rights and duties of its 
own. As corporations, he believed, the spontaneous associations of civil society acquire a moral identity. Such 
associations are rooted in private property, through which we express our trust and affection in gift and free exchange. 
For Hegel, private property is also the natural expression and realization (the Entäusserung or ‘externalization’) of 
individual freedom in the world of objects.” Roger Scruton, Conservatism: An Invitation to the Great Tradition (New 
York, NY: Horsell's Morsels Ltd., 2017), 63. 
 64 “Hitherto, every form of society has been based, as we have already seen, on the antagonism of oppressing 
and oppressed classes.” Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto. Edited by Friedrich Engels (New York, NY: Kindle, 
a Public Domain Book, 1888), 11. 
 65 “The history of all hitherto existing societies is the history of class struggles” begins the Communist 
Manifesto itself. Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto, 1. 
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heart of history’s flow. It is no exaggeration to say that their method gave Marx and Engels a 

bloated certainty in their ability to explain all history through purely economic forces alone. This 

leads us to a question: if all history moved through the influence of economic forces, where did 

private property as an economic reality fit into the Marxian system? Our answer to this question 

will be two-fold and will comprise our next two sections. First, we must understand the Marxian 

economics of class-conflict and how it affected the very notion of private property (1.4.2). Second, 

we must examine how Marx believed this notion of property emerged in human history in the first 

place (1.4.3). This final query will allow us to appreciate how great the Marxian threat truly was 

for Christian thinkers at the dawn of CST. 

1.4.2. Class in Conflict 

 For Marx and Engels private property was not a reality rooted in human nature at all, but 

was, instead, a epiphenomenon emerging from a system of clashing economic classes. They saw, 

in the ever-widening gap between property ownership and labor brought on by the industrial 

revolution, one of history’s great synthesis-antithesis antagonism where the increased production 

of each worker brought on by technology slowly alienated that worker from both the product of 

his labor and the emerging class of property owners who held exclusive possession of the very 

technology (the means of production) that made the worker’s increased production possible. 

Private ownership of the means of production conditioned this class alienation. And since Marx 

held to a strict labor theory of value,66 the alienated worker’s increased productivity (i.e. the 

 
 66 Like Locke and Smith, Marx saw labor as the source of economic exchange value. “Let us take two 
commodities, e.g., corn and iron. The proportions in which they are exchangeable, whatever those proportions may 
be, can always be represented by an equation in which a given quantity of corn is equated to some quantity of iron: 
e.g., 1 quarter corn = x cwt. iron. What does this equation tell us? It tells us that in two different things – in 1 quarter 
of corn and x cwt. of iron, there exists in equal quantities something common to both. The two things must therefore 
be equal to a third, which in itself is neither the one nor the other. Each of them, so far as it is exchange value, must 
therefore be reducible to this third. . . . This common ‘something’ cannot be either a geometrical, a chemical, or any 
other natural property of commodities. Such properties claim our attention only in so far as they affect the utility of 
those commodities, make them use values. . . . If then we leave out of consideration the use value of commodities, 
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surplus value he created) was simply expropriated by the owner of the very production-increasing 

technology upon which the laborer toiled. Property then, that is, the private ownership of the 

technical and industrial means of production, was merely a concretized form of alienated labor; a 

type of incarnation of the surplus value stolen from the worker.67 For this reason, the French 

anarchist, P. J. Proudhon, inspired by the Marxian system famously retorts “property is theft,”68 

insisting that the very notion of property is a fiction or an ephemeral social fabrication. “I contend,” 

Proudhon decries, “that neither labor, nor occupation, nor law, can create property; that it is an 

effect without a cause.”69 In the same vein, the Aristotelian distinction between ownership and use, 

so essential to the classical justification of private property, was also explicitly rejected as a 

semantic trick.70 

 Yet we must keep in mind that, for Marx, history moved with certainty, and, if Marx is 

correct, the class conflict generated by the institution of private property must, by its nature, propel 

history forward to some more perfect state. What was this perfect state? Marx insisted that the 

notion of private property as understood in capitalist society must give way to its own certain 

destruction. The historical anomaly of private property (what Marx would call a bourgeois 

 
they have only one common property left, that of being products of labor.” Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political 
Economy. Edited by Frederick Engels. Translated by Samuel Moore, & Edward Aveling. Vol. 1. 3 vols. (Chicago, IL: 
Charles H. Kerr & Company, 1906), V. 1, Ch. 1, i, 7-13. 
 67  For Marx, “there is one commodity whose value in use possesses the peculiar property of being a source 
of exchange value. This commodity is the capacity of labor, the working powers.” Eugen von Böhm-Bawerk, Karl 
Marx and the Close of His System (New York, NY: Prism Key Press, 2011), 17. 
 68 Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, What is Property? Edited by Donald R. Kelley, & Bonnie G. Smith (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 8. 
 69 Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, What is Property?, 13. 
 70 For Proudhon, with property all use is abuse. He writes “Roman law defined property - jus utendi et 
abutendi re sua, quatenus juris ratio patitur - as the right to use and abuse a thing within the limits of the law. A 
justification of the word ‘abuse’ has  been attempted on the grounds that it signifies not senseless and  immoral abuse 
but only absolute domain - a vain distinction  invented for the sanctification of property and without effect against  the 
delights of enjoying it, which it neither prevents nor represses. The proprietor has the power to let his crops rot 
underfoot, sow his field with salt, milk his cows on the sand, dump his vineyard  into a desert, and use his vegetable 
garden as a park: are these acts ‘abuse’ or not? In matters of property, use and abuse are  necessarily indistinguishable.” 
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, What is Property?, 35. 
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property) and its alienation from labor must pass to a new society without private property – a new 

‘property-less’ state of perfect nature.71 The current instantiation of private property, then, was 

merely a sad but necessary chapter in the narrative of humanity’s inevitable march towards a more 

natural state. This natural state would be one where all private property distinctions would cease, 

where the clash between property and labor (owner and worker) would end, and where the driving 

force of that clash would have ushered in a utopia within which all political oppression would 

cease and where the common ownership and common use of all goods were finally enjoyed.72 So 

for Marx, the current social order of the West, with its cold alienation and fictitious property rights, 

would pass, not merely to a new arrangement of the same property, but to a whole new 

consciousness of property itself, a communitarianism free from private property’s alienating 

effects. Thus, in describing communism Marx claims that, 

The distinguishing feature of Communism is not the abolition of property generally, but 
the abolition of bourgeois property. But modern bourgeois private property is the final and 
most complete expression of the system of producing and appropriating products that is 
based on class antagonisms, on the exploitation of the many by the few. In this sense, the 
theory of the Communists may be summed up in the single sentence: Abolition of private 
property.73 

 
 Since the abolition of private property was his stated goal, it is not hard to see how Marx’s 

views of history and social progress were at odds will traditional Christianity’s understanding of 

 
 71 The notion of a primeval state of nature within which early man lived a pristine life free from selfishness, 
greed, and the alienating effects of property is the patrimony of the earlier French thinker Jean-Jacques Rousseau. In 
his A Discourse on Inequality, he likewise points to property as the origin of social inequality, strife, and war. He 
writes, “The first man, who, after enclosing a piece of ground, took it into his head to say, ‘This is mine,’ and found 
people simple enough to believe him, was the true founder of civil society. How many crimes, how many wars, how 
many murders, how many misfortunes and horrors, would that man have saved the human species, who pulling up the 
stakes or filling up the ditches should have cried to his fellows: Be sure not to listen to this imposter; you are lost, if 
you forget that the fruits of the earth belong equally to us all, and the earth itself to nobody!” Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
A Discourse on Inequality (New York, NY: Philosophical Library - Open Road Integrated Media, Inc., 2016), kindle 
location 570-572. 
 72 “When, in the course of development, class distinctions have disappeared, and all production has been 
concentrated in the hands of a vast association of the whole nation, the public power will lose its political character. 
Political power, properly so called, is merely the organized power of one class for oppressing another.” Karl Marx, 
The Communist Manifesto, 21. 
 73 Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto, 13-14. Emphasis mine. 
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social order, authority, hierarchy, and the harmony that ought to resonate between social classes. 

But the true Marxian threat lay not merely in its utopian economics, but more fundamentally in its 

darker suspicion of how the very notion of property emerged in human history.  

1.4.3. The Rise of the Notion of Property 

 As we saw, for Marx, the modern notion of private property was merely a bourgeois 

property, a fiction emerging from social class relations, and one that would fall away as soon as 

the social class from which it sprung fell away. Once this fall had occurred the notion of private 

property would simply pass-over into an egalitarian common property within a society of no class 

distinction at all. But how can the notion of private property itself fall away? What are the 

epistemological conditions that allow for such a change of consciousness? To answer we must first 

understand that, for a true Marxian, ideas themselves are not derived from eternal and changeless 

truths as in the Western tradition, but instead, emerge from social relations and change along with 

those relations.74 Ideas are epiphenomena of social and economic class, conditioned by society, 

and determined by economic necessity. Thus, ideas are not true or false as we typically think, but 

are, instead, useful or helpful, in that they help a particular cause at a particular time. In other 

words, what the Christian West would call truth, the Marxian would call productive for the cause, 

that is, an aid in history’s movement towards its inevitable state. Private property, then, is but one 

more of these passing ideas that emerge from, and change with, social class relations.  

 But from all that we have said so far, the astute observer has surely spotted a logical-circle 

at the heart of this reasoning. The circle flows as follows. On the one hand, for the Marxian, private 

 
 74 “Does it require deep intuition to comprehend that man’s ideas, views and conceptions, in one word, man’s 
consciousness, changes with every change in the conditions of his material existence, in his social relations and in his 
social life? What else does the history of ideas prove, then that intellectual production changes its character in 
proportion as material production is changed? The ruling ideas of each age have ever been the ideas of its ruling class.” 
Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto, 18. 
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property is the necessary condition for the possibility of an owning class expropriating the surplus 

labor of another working class thus establishing an alienation between them. Yet on the other hand, 

the notion of private property itself is nothing but an epiphenomenon of that very class system that 

was, supposedly, conditioned by private property in the first place. The circle is hard to miss. Marx 

is leading us, at one and the same time, to treat private property as both a cause and an effect of 

class distinction and alienation. We must simply ask, then: Which came first? The class distinction 

that generates private property? Or the private property that generates class distinction? From 

where might an end to this loop come?  

 Marx was indeed a keen enough thinker to recognize such a conundrum and his system is 

not without an answer. Although it is true that, in Marx’s world, a feedback loop exists between 

social relations and private property, the loop does indeed finally strike a logical ground. This 

ground is not one where the social alienation between an owning class and laboring class first rests 

upon the legal institution of private property, but rather, one where the existing class distinctions 

within society (owner/laborer, manager/worker, rich/poor, priest/layman, freeman/slave) 

themselves rest upon a more fundamental and preexisting social institution. For the true Marxian, 

there is one primordial social institution, rooted in biology itself, that first conditioned the minds 

of our early parents to take their first steps out of a pristine state of egalitarian harmony and into 

the historical drama of class conflict, power struggle, alienating relations, and  private property. 

This social institution is the traditional family. 

1.4.4. The Rise and Fall of the Family 

 In his book entitled, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State written in 

1884, Friedrich Engels confesses that, for both he and Marx, “The first division of labor is that of 
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man and wife in breeding children.”75 This ‘division of labor,’ so they called it, rooted in the 

obvious procreative roles dividing the two sexes, placed within human society its first power 

differential; that is, the original power inequality enabling one individual to exert control over 

another, one individual to need another, and one individual to point to another and claim “that is 

mine.”76 Their logic flows as follows.  

 The prehistoric family was matriarchal, not patriarchal, due to the obviously privileged role 

of the female in procreation; since human gestation and birth fell to the female, there was no room 

to question which child belonged to which woman; each mother obviously knew which child was 

“hers.” Yet, since the male procreative role terminated at the initial stage of conception alone, there 

remained constant doubt on the part of the male as to which child in the primitive tribe belonged 

to him. Any certainty had by the male as to which child he might call his own remained dependent 

on the reliability and loyalty of the female.77 If any male, then, were to solidify the certainty of his 

offspring in any way, as many early males were sure to desire, it could only be by means of some 

extrinsic code of conduct imposed from outside the biological relation itself; some communal 

certification tying each female to each male; a social construct, equally obeyed by all in the 

community, that binds each female to only one male. At some crucial point in history just such a 

social convention was established and, alas, the patriarchal family was born, an unnatural fiction 

that gave each male at least the pretense of a right to point to a female and say “that is mine.”78  

 
 75 Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, Translated by Ernest 
Untermann (New York, NY: Charles H. Kerr & Company , 1902), 62. 
 76 Marx comments that, “in his Philosophy of Law Hegel rightly starts out with possession, as the simplest 
legal relation of individuals. But there is no such thing as possession before the family or the relations of lord and serf, 
which are a great deal more concrete relations, have come into existence. . . . It is not true that the family came as the 
result of the historical evolution of possession. On the contrary, the latter always implies the existence of this ‘more 
concrete category of law.’” Karl Marx, The German Ideology (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1998), 17. 
 77 As a matter of course then, domestic loyalty and fidelity all become prototypical “female” virtues in the 
subsequent patriarchal system.  
 78 Marx himself is explicit on this point. “The [economic] division of labor which is based on the natural 
division of labor in the family, simultaneously implies the unequal distribution, both quantitative and qualitative, of 
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 Within the new patriarchal system, the female along with her children became useful for 

the male’s social status. The woman and child, then, assume a quasi-economic and almost 

commoditized role in relation to the man. This is why Engels clearly claims that “Monogamy, was 

the first form of the family not founded on natural, but on economic conditions, viz. the victory of 

private property over primitive and natural collectivism.”79 But has Engels just leapt in his logic? 

Why does he connect the patriarchal family with the victory of private property? For Engels there 

is no doubt, the social convention of tethering a woman to one man (in a word, one man owning a 

woman) born of the patriarchal family became the seed from which the very notion of private 

property, class distinction, slavery, and oppression would grow.80 Engels states this without 

ambiguity, 

The modern monogamous family is founded on the open or disguised domestic slavery of 
women, and modern society is a mass composed of molecules in the form of monogamous 
families. In the great majority of cases the man has to earn a living and to support his 
family, at least among the possessing classes. He thereby obtains a superior position that 
has no need of any legal special privilege. In the family, he is the bourgeois, the woman 
represents the proletariat.81 

 
He states again, 

Monogamy was a great historical progress. But by the side of slavery and private property 
it marks at the same time that epoch which, reaching down to our days, takes with all 
progress also a step backwards, relatively speaking, and develops the welfare and 
advancement of one by the woe and submission of the other. It is the cellular form of 

 
labor and its products; hence property, the nucleus, the first form of which lies in the family, where wife and children 
are the slaves of the husband. This latent slavery in the family, though still very crude, is the first form of property.” 
Karl Marx, The German Ideology, 51-52. 
 79 Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, 61-62. 
 80 This idea has a lineage in the preceding century’s philosopher J.J. Rousseau. He also spoke of private 
property and the division of labor as the root of all social disharmony. “As long as they undertook such works only as 
a single person could finish, and stuck to such arts as did not require the joint endeavors of several hands, they lived 
free, healthy, honest and happy, as much as their nature would admit, and continued to enjoy with each other all the 
pleasures of an independent intercourse; but from the moment one man began to stand in need of another's assistance; 
from the moment it appeared an advantage for one man to possess the quantity of provisions requisite for two, all 
equality vanished; property started up; labor became necessary; and boundless forests became smiling fields, which it 
was found necessary to water with human sweat, and in which slavery and misery were soon seen to sprout out and 
grow with the fruits of the earth.” Jean-Jacques Rousseau, A Discourse on Inequality, Kindle Location 695-697. 
 81 Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, 70. 
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civilized society which enables us to study the nature of its now fully developed contrasts 
and contradictions.82 

 
From the above it is clear, for Marx and Engels, the patriarchal and monogamous family not only 

paralleled all social structures of property and slavery, but was the very notional font from which 

all future forms of property and slavery would flow. The patriarchal monogamous family was itself 

the genetic common ancestor of all forms of class distinction, inequality, alienation, slavery, rights 

to use or abuse at will, and finally private property. 

 Agree with him or not, the logic of the Marxian worldview is consistent and its conclusions 

are obvious. If the world is to pass to a more perfect state of peace, egalitarianism, and common 

ownership of all goods, that is, if private property is to be eliminated, than so must first be 

eliminated the patriarchal monogamous family. Both the institution of private property and the 

institution of the family are so conceptually connected that they must both either rise or fall in 

unison. There can be no abolition of private property and, at the same time, a preservation of the 

family; nor can any trace of the monogamous family remain and private property be abolished. 

Engels’ own words leave no uncertainty regarding this fact. “With the transformation of the means 

of production into collective property,” he writes, “the monogamous family ceases to be the 

economic unit of society. The private household changes to a social industry. The care and 

education of children becomes a public matter. Society cares equally well for all children, legal or 

illegal.”83 In the Communist Manifesto, Marx also writes that, “The bourgeois family will vanish 

as a matter of course when its complement vanishes, and both will vanish with the vanishing of 

capital.”84 And since, in Marx’s own words communism may be summed up as the abolition of 

 
 82 Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, 62. 
 83 Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, 72. 
 84 Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto, 17. 
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private property,85 the Marxian cause was not a single-front-war alone with a single battle against 

private property; instead, the cause was a two-front-war where one battle was waged against 

private property and a second battle, equally strategic and fierce, was waged against the 

monogamous family. Only when this primal battle was won and the monogamous family 

dismantled from within could the inequality of men and women be leveled. And once this primal 

inequality between man and woman vanishes, then and only then, would also vanish all other 

social inequalities that have this primal inequality as their nourishing root. The woman must be 

freed from the family. Engels makes this clear, 

[Given] the peculiar character of man’s rule over woman in the modern family, the 
necessity and the manner of accomplishing the real social equality of the two, will appear 
in broad daylight only then, when both of them will enjoy complete legal equality. It will 
then be seen that the emancipation of women is primarily dependent on the re-introduction 
of the whole female sex into the public industries. To accomplish this, the monogamous 
family must cease to be the industrial unit of society.86 

 
Thus was born the Marxist crusade to emancipate the woman from the man and atone for the 

original sin of patriarchy. 

1.5. The Church Responds 

 Little doubt remains, by the end of the 19th century the Marxian attack on the RPP and the 

family posed a threat to the Christendom that demanded a bold response. And a response it did 

indeed receive.87 This short history of the property question provides the necessary backdrop to 

 
 85 Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto, 14. Emphasis mine. 
 86 Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, 71. 
 87 In response to the attack on the family, Pope Leo XIII insisted that the question of “family rights” was 
inseparable from the question of “property rights.” He teaches; “That right to property, therefore, which has been 
proved to belong naturally to individual persons, must in likewise belong to a man in his capacity of head of a family; 
nay, that right is all the stronger in proportion as the human person receives a wider extension in the family group. It 
is a most sacred law of nature that a father should provide food and all necessaries for those whom he has begotten; 
and, similarly, it is natural that he should wish that his children, who carry on, so to speak, and continue his personality, 
should be by him provided with all that is needful to enable them to keep themselves decently from want and misery 
amid the uncertainties of this mortal life. Now, in no other way can a father effect this except by the ownership of 
productive property, which he can transmit to his children by inheritance. A family, no less than a State, is, as We 
have said, a true society, governed by an authority peculiar to itself, that is to say, by the authority of the father. 
Provided, therefore, the limits which are prescribed by the very purposes for which it exists be not transgressed, the 
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understand this response. Into this toxic air of intellectual atheism and materialist collectivism 

Pope Leo XIII sounded a bold defense of the RPP. Against the Marxian attack on the RPP, he 

states at the opening of Rerum Novarum that, “every man has by nature the right to possess 

property as his own.”88 Against the Marxian logic that property was a mere construct of class 

oppression, he writes,  

The common opinion of mankind . . . has found in the careful study of nature, and in the 
laws of nature, the foundations of the division of property, and the practice of all ages has 
consecrated the principle of private ownership as being pre-eminently in conformity with 
human nature.89 

 
Against the encroaching collectivism and centralized social planning consuming Europe, he states, 

It is clear that the main tenet of socialism, community of goods, must be utterly rejected, 
since it only injures those whom it would seem meant to benefit, is directly contrary to the 
natural rights of mankind, and would introduce confusion and disorder into the 
commonweal. The first and most fundamental principle, therefore, if one would undertake 
to alleviate the condition of the masses, must be the inviolability of private property.90 

 
  With these words, the Church had finally taken a definitive stance on the question of 

property, yet as is often the case, her theological justifications lag behind her pious convictions. 

As mentioned above, the Church’s wanderer-status of upholding the RPP yet endorsing no 

theology of property was no longer tenable. The Pope’s bold claim that the RPP was a fundamental 

principle for elevating the condition of the masses, must be supported by an equally bold theology 

of property. It is the purpose of our next chapter to provide such a theology.  

  

 
family has at least equal rights with the State in the choice and pursuit of the things needful to its preservation and its 
just liberty. We say, ‘at least equal rights’; for, inasmuch as the domestic household is antecedent, as well in idea as 
in fact, to the gathering of men into a community, the family must necessarily have rights and duties which are prior 
to those of the community, and founded more immediately in nature.” Pope Leo XIII, “Rerum Novarum,” 13. 
 88 Pope Leo XIII, “Rerum Novarum,” 6. 
 89 Pope Leo XIII, “Rerum Novarum,” 11. Emphasis mine. 
 90 Pope Leo XIII, “Rerum Novarum,” 15. 
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Chapter 2:  
Private Property and the Universal Destination of Goods 

 
 In the first chapter we traced a general outline of how many of the West’s most influential 

thinkers approached the question of private property from both a philosophical and a theological 

perspective. In spite of the value of this history, it failed to provide the necessary tools to answer 

the question with which we began; that is, the search for the inner connection between the RPP 

and the UDG. We must still ask: How does private property serve a good’s universal destination? 

How might the UDG depend on the RPP? And finally, how might the RPP promote the common 

good? To answer these questions let us begin a theoretical search for the very nature of property, 

the nature of a good’s universal destination, and how private property might serve that universal 

destination. We will do this in two parts. First, we will ask the question “What is property?” (2.1). 

Second, we will ask the question “What is the UDG?” (2.2). 

2.1. What is Property? 

 At first glance, the question might seem simple. The word “property” derives from an 

Anglo-Norman variant of the Old French, propriete, which itself derives from the Latin, 

proprietas, “a quality or special character.” Webster’s dictionary defines property colloquially as 

“something owned or possessed.”91 A secondary definition of property situates it as a legal 

concept, that is, as a right to the possession of, use, or disposal of something. These definitions 

suggest that at the heart of even a colloquial use of the term “property” there must be three inter-

related things: first, something that is possessed; second, someone that possesses; and third, some 

form of legal relationship between them. But how might these three things relate? In spite of the 

commonality of these usages of the word “property,” this question is not easily answered. The true 

 
 91 Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed. (Springfield, MA: Merriam-Webster, Incorporated, 
2008). 
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nature of property is much harder to explain. When one speaks of property as a thing, then, of what 

type of thing are we speaking?  

 These questions force the theologian to realize that private property is not a thing that can 

be seen or touched. Indeed, one can see and touch a thing owned by another but cannot sense 

property per se. So, then, what is property? First, we can rule out, among Aristotle’s ten categories, 

property as a substance, that is, a thing existing in itself and not in another.92 Among the remaining 

nine accidental categories,93 property cannot be something intrinsic to a thing, some quality within 

it distinguishing it from others. For example: if two adjacent fields were equal in every way and 

only one of the two was the property of another, there would be no conceivable way, by looking 

at the fields themselves, to distinguish which one was property and which one was not. Property 

as such is not in the field at all but rather something notional in the mind, that is, an idea about the 

field that is predicated of the field from the outside.  

 What, then; is property nothing at all? Although it may be a mere notional reality not 

existing in things themselves, it would be rash to call property nothing. Property is still something, 

and it must be something real. But why? To return to the example of the two fields: although upon 

first glance, the owned field may be indistinguishable from the un-owned; given time a difference 

might emerge; the two fields would not remain the same; in fact, they would begin to exhibit two 

different trajectories. Where one would continue its predictable fall to greater disorder, the other 

would likely not; where one would slowly blend into its surroundings losing any distinguishing 

value, the other would likely not. This tells us that, although property might not be in a thing, it is 

 
 92 Aristotle, Categories in The Basic Works of Aristotle. Edited by Richard McKeon (New York: Random 
House, Inc., 2001), Ch. 5 2a 11-26. 
 93 Quantity, quality, relation, place, time, position, state, action, and affection. Ibid., Ch. 4 1b 25-27. 



 43 

still something real since it truly has observable effects in the world.94 These effects are real and, 

like all effects, they must emerge from, and be explained by, certain principles as their causes and 

grounds for intelligibility. What may these principles be? 

 Of his nine accidental categories, Aristotle explains that relation is the only one that does 

not exist in a single thing but rather exists between two things as predicated of both. “Those things 

are called relative,” he teaches, “which, being either said to be of something else or related to 

something else, are explained by reference to that other thing.”95 Relation cannot be explained by 

one thing alone but only exists in the notional space between, and connecting, two realities.96 

Interestingly enough for our present concern, Aristotle himself explicitly defines property as just 

such a relation. Using the example of wood, he says, “Wood is only relative in so far as it is 

someone’s property, not in so far as it is wood.”97 How shall we understand this? Simply put, the 

substance of wood does not change when it becomes the property of another, nor does the owner 

of the wood become a different creature or assume a different nature. Instead, property creates a 

relation between the wood and the owner that did not exist before, a new thing existing between 

and uniting them both.98 We may say then that, although property does not change the substance 

of the wood nor the substance of the owner, the wood-as-owned is distinct from simply wood-as-

 
 94 In his masterful study on the ability of private property rights to transform impoverished communities into 
flourishing societies, Hernando De Soto begins with a similar observation. “Property, like energy, is a concept; it 
cannot be experienced directly. Pure energy has never been seen or touched. And no one can see property. One can 
only experience energy and property by their effects.” Hernando De Soto, Thy Mystery of Capital: Why Capitalism 
Triumphs in the West and Fails Everywhere Else (New York, NY: Basic Books, 2000), 47. 
 95 Aristotle. Categories in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Ch. 7 6a 36-38. Emphasis mine. 
 96 “A relation always involves two terms or extremes and consists in a reference of one to the other.” Michael 
J. Dodds, The Unchanging God of Love (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2008), 165. 
 97 Aristotle. Categories in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Ch. 7 8a 23-24.  
 98 “Relation is by nature to be towards another.” Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica (hereafter ST) 
Translated by Fathers of the English Dominican Province (New York: Benziger Brothers, Inc., 1947), I, q 40, a 2 ad 
4.   
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nature since it is incorporated into, or elevated into, a relation with a human person. This relation 

is what we commonly call property. 

 So, then, if property is a relation and not a substance in itself, our search for the nature of 

property must be refocused. But how? How might property-as-relation alter our search? To begin, 

we must keep in mind two aspects of relation that will guide our journey. First; as an accidental 

reality uniting two terms, the nature of any relation must be understood by understanding, not the 

nature of one term only, but the nature of both terms at once. Second, as an accidental reality 

uniting two terms, relation may only be understood by also uncovering the two terms’ intrinsic 

ability to mutually relate to one another, that is, the inherent quality in each term that renders it 

relatable to the other. With these two aspects in mind, then, we may say that, as such an accidental 

relation uniting an owner with a thing owned, our search for the nature of property requires an 

uncovering, not only of the nature of the thing owned but, even more, the nature of the owner. In 

other words, our search would be woefully handicapped if it looked for property’s features solely 

in the term of the thing owned – we would be looking for property in a place where one could 

never find it. Instead, the search for property must equally explore the nature of the human owner. 

It can be expected then that, as the search advances, the emerging reality of property will tell less 

about things owned – their price, cost, or economic value – and more about the nature of the human 

person as owner and his intrinsic ability to relate to that which he calls his property. Let us shift 

our focus then to property as a relation to an owner. 

2.1.1. Property as Relation 

 The relation of property is one that, like all relations, can only be created and enjoyed by a 

creature capable of establishing real relations. But what type of creature might this be? To answer, 

let us return to Aristotle’s example of wood. A piece of wood may become the property of a man, 
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but one piece of wood will never become the property of another piece of wood. Why? Because 

property is a relation, and the wood, although it can be taken up into a relation, is not the type of 

creature that can create relations on its own. One piece of wood may indeed lie next to, or around, 

or on top of another piece of wood, but these relational notions used to describe the orientation of 

one piece of wood to another do not exist in the wood itself but only in the mind of a reasoning 

observer, that is, the mind of one who can, at one and the same time, see both pieces of wood and 

judge their respective orientations. Property then, like every relation, is only accessible to a 

creature who can be present to, or have present within it, other things as other, that is, as things 

distinct from the self yet ordered to the self; a creature that can abstract the quiddities of things, 

hold these quiddities in the intentional space of the mind, and see them as oriented towards the self 

in some way. The only creature capable of such abstract notions is the rational person and, as a 

result, only the rational person is capable of establishing and enjoying a property relation.99  

 When he defends man’s natural right to own private property, St. Thomas Aquinas 

similarly appeals to man’s reason as the foundation of the property relation. “External things can 

be considered in two ways,” he says. “First, as regards their nature, and this is not subject to the 

power of man, but only to the power of God Whose mere will all things obey.”100 Thus he refers 

 
 99 In his modern classic Leisure the Basis of Culture, the German Thomist, Josef Pieper, proposes the same 
idea by reflecting on the living soul’s unique capacity to establish relations. “[A stone is] lifeless, lying about with 
other things, next to other things and surely ‘in’ the world. ‘In’ , ‘next to’, ‘with’, all prepositions, words indicating a 
relation: though the stone is not really related to the world ‘in’ which it is, nor to the things ‘next to’ which it lies, nor 
to those ‘with’ which it is in the world. A relationship in the proper sense of the word is a link established from inside 
to something external; relations can only exist where there is an ‘inside’, where there is a dynamic center from which 
all activity proceeds and to which everything in the nature of experience (which by contrast is passive) is referred. In 
this qualitative sense (one cannot, of course, speak of the ‘inside’ of a stone – one can only speak of the ‘inside’ of a 
stone with reference to the disposal of its parts), the ‘inside’ is the power by virtue of which a relation to something 
external is possible; inwardness is the capacity to establish relations and to communicate.” Josef Pieper, Leisure the 
Basis of Culture Translated by Alexander Dru (London: Farber and Farber LTD., 1952), 109. 
 100 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 1, corp. 
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to the substantial forms of things, like wood, which have only God as their author. However, next 

he says that external things can be considered,  

secondly, as regards their use (quantum ad usum ipsius rei), and in this way, man has a 
natural dominion (naturale dominium) over external things, because, by his reason and 
will, he is able to use them for his own profit, as they were made on his account: for the 
imperfect is always for the sake of the perfect. . . . It is by this argument that the Philosopher 
proves that the possession of external things is natural to man. Moreover, this naturale 
dominium of man over other creatures, which is competent to man in respect of his reason 
wherein God’s image resides, is shown forth in man’s creation by the words: “Let us make 
man to our image and likeness: and let him have dominion over the fishes of the sea, etc.”101  
 

 By appealing to man’s reason, St. Thomas not only establishes property as belonging to 

man by nature, but also begins to situate the property relation within an ordered hierarchy of 

relations throughout the cosmos. First, St. Thomas acknowledges that man has no absolute divine 

dominion over the substantial forms and natures of things – this dominion is had only by God as 

creator. But secondly, St. Thomas still affirms that man, by virtue of his reason, has a naturale 

dominium over created things as regards their use. This suggests that man’s relation of naturale 

dominium over created things, since it is proper to him on account of his reason, is distinguished 

from an irrational creature’s relation to created things. Although irrational creatures can indeed 

enter into some type of relation with the external world around them through the powers of their 

sensitive souls, the relations of irrational creatures to their surroundings fail to rise to the level of 

property which is only proper to the rational soul. Although an irrational creature may be said to 

“possess” something, this irrational possession does not equal the rational possession that 

characterizes true ownership.102 St. Thomas alludes to this difference between the irrational and 

 
 101 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 1, corp. Emphasis mine. 
 102 Connections do exist between St. Thomas and the classical liberal tradition on this point. Adam Smith 
recognized property ownership as being unique to man on account of his reason and contrasts rational ownership with 
its mere appearance in the coordinated activity of animals. He explains: “Two greyhounds, in running down the same 
hare, have sometimes the appearance of acting in some sort of concert. Each turns her towards his companion, or 
endeavors to intercept her when his companion turns her towards himself. This, however, is not the effect of any 
contract, but of the accidental concurrence of their passions in the same object at that particular time. Nobody ever 
saw a dog make a fair and deliberate exchange of one bone for another with another dog. Nobody ever saw one animal, 
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rational souls’ ability to possess goods in his explanation of how the virtue of Charity, through the 

love of friendship, desires good things to be truly possessed by another. “Properly speaking,” he 

explains, “we cannot wish good things to an irrational creature, because it is not competent, 

properly speaking, to possess good, this being proper to the rational creature which, through its 

free-will, is the master of its disposal of the good it possesses.”103 

2.1.2. Property as Dominion and Use 

 Having established that property is a relation enjoyed by man on account of his rational 

nature, we may now take the first steps towards situating the property relation within a hierarchy 

of varying relations throughout the cosmos. The relationship that man enjoys with the goods of 

creation is, on the one hand, beneath the absolute dominion of God on its upper boundary but, on 

the other hand, above that of irrational animals on its lower boundary. Simply put, the property 

relation that man enjoys with the created world is above that of the animals but not yet the absolute 

dominion of God – it is godlike due to the image of God in man, but it is not yet God’s dominion 

as creator. As helpful as this first step may be, the question still remains: what exactly is the 

property relation? Even if we grant that it arises from rationality and lies between that of God and 

animal, is this truly enough to render it, in Pope Leo’s words, “sacred and inviolable?”  

 To answer this question, let us notice that St. Thomas introduces a concept that, for the 

remainder of his defense of the RPP, will accompany the notion of dominion (dominium), that is, 

the concept of use (usus). He adapts these two concepts from Aristotle’s distinction between 

ownership and use and they will become like two poles between which the notion of property will 

lie. On the upper extreme, there is the absolute dominion of God. “God has sovereign dominion 

 
by its gestures and natural cries signify to another, this is mine, that yours; I am willing to give this for that.”  Adam 
Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Kindle Edition (Chicago, IL: University Of 
Chicago Press, 2012), 10. 
 103 ST II-II, q. 25, a. 3, corp. Emphasis mine. 



 48 

over all things (Deus habet principale dominium omnium rerum).”104 This principale dominium is 

completely free of use since God, the transcendent creator, has no real relation to creatures,105 

stands in no need of His creatures, and receives no benefit from them that was not first His gift to 

them. On the lower extreme, there is the relation of pure use mixed with no rule of dominion at 

all. This pure use can be likened to the relation that irrational animals have with their surroundings 

when they feed on the earth’s goods for their survival, that is, a mere consumption (and ultimate 

destruction) of that upon which they feed by turning it into themselves.106 Neither God nor the 

irrational animal can properly be said to “own” that upon which they act and with which they 

relate, at least not in the same sense as applied to man (God’s is a Creator-relation and the animal’s 

is a pure consumer-relation). Property, properly speaking, in its truly human realization, cannot be 

a relation of mere dominion without use, nor a relation of mere use without dominion. The property 

relation must somehow integrate both.107 Thus, the human person who owns property must blend 

a godlike dominion over things (by virtue of his rationality) and a use of those things (by virtue of 

his finite materiality). We may, then, refine our original question by asking: What mixture of 

dominion and use would characterize the property relation? 

 Before we answer this question, let us highlight a crucial point. Although the relation that 

man enjoys with the earth’s goods always blends dominion and use, both dominion and use must 

remain truly distinct realities.108 St. Thomas stresses this point. “The temporal goods which God 

 
 104 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 1, ad 1. 
 105 SCG Book II, q. 12, a. 1-2. 
 106 For the dynamics of the nutritive faculty see Aristotle, De Anima in The Basic Works of Aristotle. Book 
II, Ch. 4, 415a14-416b32. 
 107 After all, even colloquially speaking, one would never be said to “own,” on the one hand, that over which 
he has no dominion or, on the other hand, that of which he has no right to make use. 
 108 In Quadregesimo Anno, Pope Pius XI reminds his twentieth century audience of the importance of this 
distinction with no less clarity than St. Thomas. He teaches, “The right of property is distinct from its use. That justice 
called commutative commands sacred respect for the division of possessions and forbids invasion of others’ rights 
through the exceeding of the limits of one’s own property; but the duty of owners to use their property only in a right 
way does not come under this type of justice, but under other virtues, obligations of which cannot be enforced by legal 
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grants us,” he says, “are ours as to the ownership (ad proprietatem), but as to the use of them (ad 

usum), they belong not to us alone but also to such others as we are able to succor out of what we 

have over and above our needs.”109 For St. Thomas, the distinction between dominion and use is 

essential for explaining the reality of voluntary transactions,110 theft, almsgiving, lending, and 

usury. For example: the sin of usury (named from usus), becomes intelligible only through the 

distinction between ownership (proprietatem) and use. St. Thomas teaches: 

There are certain things the use of which consists in their consumption (quaedam res sunt 
quarum usus est ipsarum rerum consumptio): thus we consume wine when we use it for 
drink and we consume wheat when we use it for food. . . . On the other hand, there are 
things the use of which does not consist in their consumption: thus to use a house is to 
dwell in it, not to destroy it. Wherefore in such things both may be granted: for instance, 
one man may hand over to another the ownership of his house (dominium domus) while 
reserving to himself the use of it for a time, or vice versa, he may grant the use of the house 
(usum domus), while retaining the ownership (dominio).111 
 

 So then, the distinction between dominion and use is crucial for a proper understanding of 

the true nature of property.112 As we have seen, the property relation lies in the space between the 

absolute dominion of God on its upper bound, and the pure consumption of irrational creatures on 

 
action. Therefore, they are in error who assert that ownership and its right use are limited by the same boundaries; 
and it is much farther still from the truth to hold that a right to property is destroyed or lost by reason of abuse or 
non-use.” Pius XI q. A, 47. Emphasis mine. 
 109 ST II-II, q. 32, a. 5, ad 2. 
 110 While commenting on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, St. Thomas distinguishes varying types of 
voluntary transactions based upon varying relation of dominion and use within each. Aristotle “subdivides 
commutative justice according to the different kinds of transactions, making a twofold division. He says first [1] that 
there are two parts of commutative justice because there are two kinds of transactions. Some are voluntary, others 
involuntary. The voluntary are so-called because the principle of transaction is voluntary in both parties as is evident 
in selling and buying, by which one man transfers the dominion over his own property to another as compensation for 
a price received; in barter, by which someone gives what is his to another for something of equal value; in bail, by 
which a person voluntarily appoints himself a debtor for another; in a loan, by which a man grants the use of his 
property to another without recompense but reserves ownership of the thing to himself; in a deposit, by which one 
commits something of his to the custody of another; in rent, by which a person accepts the use of something belonging 
to another for a price.” Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (hereafter Comm. NE) 
Translated by C. J. Litzinger (Notre Dame, Indiana: Dumb Ox Books, 1993), Book V, lecture 4, n. 929. 
 111 ST II-II, q. 78, a. 1, corp. 
 112 It is valuable to notice from our discussion of the Church Fathers (1.2) that, the extend to which each 
Christian Father downplayed the distinction between ownership and use, was the same extent to which he downplayed 
the goodness of private property itself and, instead, warned strictly of the temptations that accompany private 
ownership as an effect. 
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its lower. This middle-space between these two extremes exists at all due to the ability of the 

rational creature to combine dominion and use at one and the same time. Let us return then to the 

integration of dominion and use in what is commonly called property.  

2.1.3. Dominion and use combined 

 While God has “directed certain things to the sustenance of man’s body, [and for] this 

reason man has a natural dominion over things, as regards the power to make use of them,”113 

man’s use of creation must be more than mere consumption. After all, man is more than an 

irrational animal, more than a mere consumer; man is also able to govern things in the image of 

God. In other words, man can use the goods of the earth, not only as material consumables to be 

ingested and destroyed, but also as goods whose use may extend beyond their material value alone, 

that is, beyond the arithmetic quantity of their material elements. When speaking of man 

combining dominion and use in the property relation, this is not a disjointed mixture of two rivals. 

Although distinct realities, dominion and use are not mutually opposing realities as if one man’s 

use of a thing only begins where his dominion over the same ends, or visa-versa. Instead, when 

dominion and use combine in a single human subject, they mutually enrich one another and create 

a new relation entirely between man and the material world that did not exist before. Just as man 

is a substantial unity of body and soul, so does his relation to the created world unite both his god-

like dominion and his animal-like use into a new unity, that is, a whole new relation we call 

property.114 When man, then, exercises dominion over created things through his reason, his 

 
 113 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 1, ad 1. 
 114 In his reflections on the dignity of human work, Pope John Paul II recognizes the link between ownership 
and work by pointing out how human work is the means by which man unlocks the goods of creation and renders 
them fruitful. Through human work, the material goods of the earth extend their blessings beyond their mere parts. 
“From the beginning there is linked with work the question of ownership, for the only means that man has for causing 
the resources hidden in nature to serve himself and others is his work. And to be able through his work to make these 
resources bear fruit, man takes over ownership of small parts of the various riches of nature: those beneath the ground, 
those in the sea, on land or in space. He takes over all these things by making them his workbench. He takes them 
over through work and for work.” Pope John Paul II, “Laborem Exercens: On Human Work.” Vatican.va. September 
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rational dominion changes his use and augments it. Rational dominion expands man’s use of 

creation beyond what the mere sum of creation’s material parts might otherwise allow through 

consumption alone. But how, exactly, might human dominion accomplish this? How can human 

dominion expand human use? 

 To answer this question, the property relation that man enjoys with the material world is 

not the only relation that blends both dominion and use; there are indeed other possible relations 

between man and creation that do the same. Contrasting these diverse relations will show, not only 

how varied the combinations of dominion and use within the human sphere may be, but even more 

how rational dominion may amplify human use beyond its material boundary. Also, by comparing 

property with these other relations, the distinguishing features that invest property with the dignity 

that the Popes insist it has will emerge with greater clarity. For our present purpose we will focus 

on two of these relations: first, the relation of custody; second, the relation of sovereignty.   

 Custody, like property, blends a balance of dominion and use in man’s governance of the 

world.115 Yet, when one takes custody of a good or a plot of land belonging to another he is not, 

by that fact, said to “own” that over which he stands as custodian. A custodian is not yet a property 

owner. Instead, custody remains a simple “deposit, by which one commits something of his to the 

custody of another,”116 that is, the simple guardianship or supervision of another. A custodian of a 

good might indeed use a good in his custody and perhaps exercise some degree of dominion over 

it, yet, since the good is fundamentally not his own, his dominion is always a mediated dominion, 

 
14, 1981. http://w2.vatican.va-/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091981_laborem-
exercens-.html (accessed August 1, 2018). 
 115 I am intentionally excluding here, for purposes of the comparison, the relation of stewardship of which 
the Church has spoken at length (see CCC373, CCC952). I will later conclude that the theological notion of 
stewardship is an enrichment of private property elevated by grace. 
 116 Thomas Aquinas, Comm. NE, Book V, lecture 4, n. 929. 
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never the robust dominion of the property owner.117 In such a relation the custodian’s will does 

not fully govern the good’s use. Instead, the custodian is the executor of the will of another, that 

is, the true owner from whom custody was first received. The custodian’s dominion remains then 

an extension of, or servant of, the dominion of the owner whose will the custodian must obey.118 

The key distinction is this: although, like property, custody may indeed combine dominion and 

use, it does not, unlike property, fully unite dominion and use together within one human subject. 

The custodian, unlike the property owner, remains a servant of another directing the goods in his 

care, not to an end established by himself as a rational and moral agent, but to an end established 

by the extrinsic agent.  

 One might object to such a distinction between custody and property by claiming that the 

human custodian’s use of a good may still contain the rationality sufficient to establish a truly 

human dominion. And indeed this objection is valid as far as it extends. After all, the human 

custodian retains his full rationality and thus any dominion he does exercise will be, by that fact, 

a fully rational dominion. Yet in spite of this, unlike the property relation, the human custodian’s 

use of a good never fully obeys his own rationally determined ends but only those of another; his 

use of a good never extends his own goal-directed agency in the world but only that of another; 

his use of a good never tethers his own god-like dominion to the real goods in his care. As a result, 

although the custody relation does combine dominion and use to a degree, since it does not 

integrate both within one rational, goal-directed, and freely choosing subject the mutual integration 

 
 117 For this reason St. Thomas uses the word “custody” when describing the relation between a priest and the 
sacraments of the Church that he is called to minister (ST III, q. 83, a. 6, ad 7). Properly speaking, a priest does not 
“own” the sacraments since he does not establish their ends or purposes but merely ministers to their use.  
 118 Regarding the Pope’s dominion over the Church, St. Thomas claims that “although the possessions of the 
Church belong to him [the Pope] as dispenser in chief, they are not his as master and owner.” ST II-II, q. 100, a. 1, ad 
7. Thus, the sin of selling the spiritual goods of the Church for money, i.e. simony, emerges as a result of this 
custody/dispensing relation between Church prelates and Church goods. “A spiritual thing is undue matter for buying 
and selling . . . because a thing cannot be due matter for sale if the vendor is not the owner thereof.” ST II-II, q. 100, 
a. 1, corp. 
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of dominion and use that we are in search of, that is, an enrichment of use by dominion worthy to 

call property “sacred and inviolable” cannot yet be found.  

 On the other hand, sovereignty, like property, also blends dominion and use in man’s 

governance of the world yet the features of sovereignty are very different from that of custody just 

seen above. Unlike custody, the sovereignty relation does indeed blend dominion and use within 

one human subject and thus it is, at first glance, free from the limits of the custody relation. Also 

unlike custody, the sovereignty relation is one in which one human person presumes an absolute 

dominion over a plot of earth and one in which his will reigns supreme over that earth. While it is 

true that, as a finite human creature, the sovereign is bound by finite contingencies of nature, the 

sovereign’s use of his plot of earth remains solely under the guidance of his will alone and not of 

any other. Might we then have reason to assume a greater similarity between sovereignty and 

property? If sovereignty so unites dominion and use within the same subject, might we then liken 

property more to a type of sovereignty? As tempting as this might be, this move would be 

premature at best since, after deeper analysis, property and sovereignty bear one crucial 

dissimilarity. 

  It is indeed true that we may refer to a sovereign as a type of “owner” of the land he rules. 

After all, the sovereign does unite dominion and use within one human subject. But this use of the 

word “owner” only applies in a distant and, we might say, metaphorical sense. Rather, the 

sovereign may most likely be called a “King,” “Prince,” “Ruler,” or even “Lord,” since his 

dominion resembles more the principale dominium of God “Whose mere will all things obey.”119 

In the sovereignty relation, the will of the sovereign both protects the relation and establishes the 

rules by which the relation is governed. The importance of this point can hardly be over-stressed. 

 
 119 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 1, corp. 
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The key is in the concept of the sovereign’s own will, since the sovereign’s power to use his plot 

of earth is exercised and preserved, not by the will of a higher arbiter or a higher order of law, but 

by the sovereign’s will alone.  

 To illustrate this let us return to the example of the two fields above. If two fields, equal in 

every respect, were ruled by two different sovereigns, there would be no conceivable way for one 

to discern, from appearance alone, the sovereign of either. Sovereignty, like property, is a relation 

not existing in the fields themselves. But the most significant feature of sovereignty is not that it 

establishes a relation between field and sovereign, but that the two sovereigns themselves are not, 

by virtue of their sovereignty, in relation with one another. One sovereign’s will is not that of the 

other; one’s dominion over his field is disconnected from that of the other; the rules governing one 

sovereign’s field are detached from the rules governing that of the other; and, most importantly, 

the goods from one sovereign’s field are precisely not the goods of the other. The sovereignty 

relation is then, by its nature, exclusive, in that, the sovereign simply plants the flag of his will in 

the earth and, by declaring the land “his own,” excludes all others from its use (unless he wills 

otherwise). Thus, one of the two sovereigns, if he were to protect his field from the other, must do 

so by force or violence, he has a right to a standing army, and an obligation of military defense.  

 Property, on the other hand, is distinct from sovereignty in precisely this way. Where 

sovereignty establishes an absolute rule of the sovereign’s will, property establishes no absolute 

dominion, but rather a relation in which the owner, at one and the same time, both rules the owned 

land and obeys a higher order of law that rules him and other owners together. Property 

incorporates the owner within a larger community of owners all connected by a shared rule of law. 

Property establishes owners within a matrix of justice where each owner respects what is due to, 
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and owed to, the others just as he respects what is owed to him.120 The property owner is not then 

obligated to protect his land through his own force of will – his own standing army or use of 

military force – but may appeal to a higher law.121 This feature, that property establishes a rule of 

law through rational governance, cannot be over-stressed. As an example let us return again to the 

two fields: although property is a relation that does not exist in the fields, once the two fields 

become the  property of owners – even if the owners be two distinct persons – the owners are now 

both united under a shared blanket of law that governs their joint RPP. Although the fields be 

distinct, the two owners and the fields they own are incorporated into a greater whole and governed 

by a greater rule of law. One owner’s will is now connected to that of the other since the owner’s 

will is not the land’s highest arbiter.122 One owner’s dominion over his land is now connected to 

that of his neighbor’s through law, the rules governing one now parallel the rules governing the 

other, and, most importantly, the goods from one owner’s land have, as we will see, a greater 

capacity to expand their benefits to the other. 

 On the one hand, property is distinct from custody since property fully integrates, into one 

subject, both the owner’s dominion over, and use of, his goods. Yet, on the other hand, property is 

also distinct from sovereignty since, in property, the integration of dominion and use within the 

 
 120 Law and justice necessarily relate to the common good and retain their meaning only within the context 
of the common good. “In so far as [the virtue of justice] directs its act to the common good, which is also the aim of 
the legislator, it is called legal justice because it upholds the law, as when a brave man fights valiantly on the field of 
battle for the safety of the commonwealth. It is thus evident that, although every virtue is in some sense legal justice, 
yet not every act of virtue is an act of legal justice, but only one which is directed to the common good.” De Veritate, 
q. 28,1 co. 
 121 For an interesting study of the topic of defense of one’s own property, see Shaun J. Sullivan, Killing in 
Defense of Private Property: The Development of a Roman Catholic Moral Teaching, Thirteenth to Eighteenth 
Centuries (Missoula, Montana: Scholars Press, 1976). 
 122 For this reason, St. Thomas, while commenting on property and theft, says “It is no theft for a man to take 
another’s property either secretly or openly by order of a judge who has commanded him to do so, because it becomes 
his due by the very fact that it is adjudicated to him by the sentence of the court. Hence still less was it a theft for the 
Israelites to take away the spoils of the Egyptians at the command of the Lord, Who ordered this to be done on account 
of the ill-treatment accorded to them by the Egyptians without any cause: wherefore it is written significantly (Wis. 
10:19): ‘The just took the spoils of the wicked.’” ST II-II, q. 66, a. 5, ad 1. 
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owner as subject is established, exercised, and protected, not by the sheer force of the owner’s will 

alone, but more importantly, by the owner’s and his neighbor’s rational ability to heed and be 

governed by one and the same higher law.  

 One might question the significance of these distinctions. What might the difference 

between custody, sovereignty, and property reveal to us? The answer becomes clear when we 

recall that custody, sovereignty, and property are all instances of relations between rational man 

and the goods of the earth that blend, in different ways, a balance of dominion and use. Our search 

for property brought us precisely to this question; that is, What is that single combination of 

dominion and use that characterizes property specifically and renders it, in Pope Leo’s words, 

“sacred and inviolable?” By comparing the property relation with both the custody and sovereignty 

relations, the distinguishing features of property emerge with more clarity.  

 At first glance, we might say that sovereignty is greater than property simply, and we would 

largely be right. After all, sovereignty is, in a sense, the most godlike in that it cedes the most 

power to the individual sovereign whose will, like the will of God, all things obey. Yet if we look 

beneath the superficial appearance, the property relation yields goods that sovereignty cannot, 

goods that are, in a different way, more imitative of the dominion of God.  

 While sovereignty incorporates the earth’s goods into a relation based on the will of the 

sovereign, property elevates the earth’s goods into a relation based, not on the owner’s will alone, 

but, more profoundly, on the owner’s reason, that is, on the owner’s ability to understand law, to 

recognize the property of others, to respect the rights of others, and to situate mentally his property 

within a shared community of rights equally as sacred as his own. This is so because law, upon 

which property is based, is first and fundamentally an “ordinance of reason” that situates the owner 
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within a community that shares this ordinance of reason.123 Reason itself is not an isolating reality, 

but rather a shared principle and a common good. This is why, as an ordinance of reason, the law 

itself is ordered towards the common good,124 since it orders the particular actions of men to a 

unified common action.125 Due to this higher good, the owner, while truly seeing his property as 

his own, also recognizes that his naturale dominium is not that of God’s principale dominium nor 

that of an absolute sovereign; his is a relative dominion, a shared governance that is itself governed 

by a higher law and ordered to a higher good than his own.126 The owner is indeed a ruler, but he 

is a ruled ruler,127a ruler under law. 

2.1.4. The dignity of Property 

 We are now in a position to see how property might imitate God’s goodness in a way that 

sovereignty does not. Although property as such imitates less the absolute dominion of God as 

efficient creator whose will and providence sustains all things, property aids man in imitating the 

governance of God who diffuses His goodness to all things through His reason which orders all 

things to their natural ends, unites them into a shared single order, and orders all things to a 

 
 123 “Law is a rule and measure of acts, whereby man is induced to act or is restrained from acting: for “lex” 
is derived from “ligare”, because it binds one to act. Now the rule and measure of human acts is the reason, which is 
the first principle of human acts . . . since it belongs to the reason to direct to the end, which is the first principle in all 
matters of action. . . . Consequently it follows that law is something pertaining to reason.” ST I-II, q. 90, a. 1, corp. 
 124 “The law belongs to that which is a principle of human acts, because it is their rule and measure. Now as 
reason is a principle of human acts, so in reason itself there is something which is the principle in respect of all the 
rest: wherefore to this principle chiefly and mainly law must needs be referred. Now the first principle in practical 
matters, which are the object of the practical reason, is the last end: and the last end of human life is bliss or happiness. 
Consequently the law must needs regard principally the relationship to happiness. Moreover, since every part is 
ordained to the whole, as imperfect to perfect; and since one man is a part of the perfect community, the law must 
needs regard properly the relationship to universal happiness.” ST I-II, q. 90, a. 2, corp. 
 125 For a study of the relation between common good to the common action, see Yves R. Simon, “Common 
Good and Common Action.” The Review of Politics (Cambridge University Press) 22, no. 2 (April 1960): 202-224. 
 126 In explaining that the rich man in the Gospel was not condemned on account of his property, St. Thomas 
explains, “The rich man is reproved for deeming external things to belong to him principally, as though he had not 
received them from another, namely from God.” ST II-II, q. 66, a. 1, ad 2. 
 127 “Since law is a kind of rule and measure, it may be in something in two ways. First, as in that which 
measures and rules: and since this is proper to reason, it follows that, in this way, law is in the reason alone. Secondly, 
as in that which is measured and ruled. In this way, law is in all those things that are inclined to something by reason 
of some law: so that any inclination arising from a law, may be called a law, not essentially but by participation.” ST 
I-II, q. 90, a. 1, ad 1. 



 58 

common good. One does not only imitate God’s all-powerful goodness through an absolute 

dominion over a material goods, but even more profoundly, one imitates God’s all-powerful 

goodness by a type of governance that diffuses manifold effects widely to many creatures at 

once.128 St. Thomas teaches: “It is evident that insofar as a cause is prior and more powerful it 

extends to more effects. Hence, insofar as the good, which has the nature of a final cause, is more 

powerful, it extends to more effects.”129 When man’s naturale dominium extends its causal 

goodness to many, it imitates God’s principale dominium, not in an intensive way, but in an 

extensive way. St. Thomas then applies this principle to man’s life in society claiming that to 

extend goodness to many is “more divine.”  

It is a part of that love which should exist among men that a man preserve the good even 
of a single human being. But it is much better and more divine that this be done for a whole 
people and for states. It is even sometimes desirable that this be done for one state only, 
but it is much more divine that it be done for a whole people that includes many states. This 
is said to be more divine because it shows greater likeness to God who is the ultimate cause 
of all good.130 
 

A creature imitates God more, then, when it extends its causality either to more and also to remote 

things.   

The more perfect something is in its power, [or] the higher it is in the scale of goodness, . . . 
the more does it seek and become involved in the doing of good for beings far removed 
from itself. Indeed, imperfect beings tend only to the good proper to the individual, while 
perfect beings tend to the good of their species. But more perfect beings tend to the good 
of the genus, while God, Who is most perfect in goodness, tends toward the good of being 
as a whole. Hence it is said by some people, and not inappropriately, that “the good, as 
such, is diffusive,” because the better a thing is, the more does it diffuse its goodness to 
remote beings. . . . Now, inasmuch as a thing diffuses goodness to other beings, it comes 
to be their cause. As a result, it is also clear that a thing which tends to become the cause 
of others tends toward the divine likeness, and nonetheless it tends toward its own good.131 
 

 
 128 “The good of the universe is greater than the particular good of one, if we consider both in the same 
genus.” ST I-II, q. 113, a. 9, ad 2. “The common good of many is more Godlike than the good of an individual. 
Wherefore it is a virtuous action for a man to endanger even his own life, either for the spiritual or for the temporal 
common good of his country.” ST II-II, q. 31, a. 3, ad 2. 
 129 NE. Book I, Lecture 2, n. 30. 
 130 NE. Book I, Lecture 2, n. 30. Emphasis mine. 
 131 SCG Book III, 24, 8. Emphasis mine.  
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Property, then, is a good for the owner precisely because it allows him to imitate God’s goodness 

by establishing conditions by which he may extend his causal naturale dominium to many. 

 One might object that this is not so; after all, property is only a relation; not a substantial 

thing in itself. Property could never be an efficient cause of anything – it is man that causes, man 

that owns, man that rules, and more sadly, man that abuses his rule. Indeed this is all true. Property 

as such is not a cause among the four Aristotelian causes. But as a relation between man and 

creation based on reason, property is a condition that allows man to elevate non-rational creation 

into a participation in reason, direct the goodness of that creation to an end governed by reason 

and law, and situate his dominion over the goods of the earth within a communal frame.132 After 

all, the goods of the earth are meant for a universal destination, and it is to man that the command 

to govern creation to that universal end has been given. With this in mind, let us turn to the UDG. 

2.2. What is the Universal Destination of Goods? 

 We have highlighted the distinction between man’s dominion over and use of the goods of 

creation and observed the varied relations with creation generated by man’s ability to combine 

both dominion and use. Now we must confront another reality; that is, the asymmetrical balance 

between dominion and use. The Second Vatican Council teaches that, “God intended the earth 

with everything contained in it for the use of all human beings and peoples.”133 The Church insists 

that “the RPP is subordinated to the right to common use, to the fact that goods are meant for 

everyone.”134 This suggests an order between dominion and use so that a thing’s dominion is for 

the sake of its use. “Private property,” the Church continues, “is in its essence only an instrument 

 
 132 “In Aquinas’ view, private property makes possible a reciprocal communication of needs and tends toward 
the achievement of the universal destination of material things that have been provided by God to all mankind.” Robert 
A. Sirico, “The Rights to Private Property and Religious Liberty: Mutually Reinforcing Bonds.” Journal of Markets 
& Morality 19, no. 2 (Fall 2016): 459. 
 133 Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes (Vatican, December 7, 1965), 69. 
 134 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 177. 
Emphasis mine. 
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for respecting the principle of the UDG; in the final analysis, therefore, it is not an end but a 

means.”135 St. Thomas emphasizes the same by stating that, “in cases of need all things are 

common property. . . for need has made it common.”136 For him, human dominion always yields 

to human use. But St. Thomas takes the means/end balance a step further by situating the 

means/end distinction between dominion and use in parallel with a distinction between 

human/natural law; for St. Thomas, while “human law” governs the division of property the more 

fundamental “natural law” governs property’s common use. This parallel leverages his ability to 

clarify the means/end relationship between dominion and use. Since the natural law is the 

foundation of human positive law,137 any human right granted by human law must exist for the 

sake of the natural right granted by natural law.  

Things which are of human right cannot derogate from natural right or Divine right. Now 
according to the natural order established by Divine Providence, inferior things are 
ordained for the purpose of succoring man’s needs by their means. Wherefore the division 
and appropriation of things which are based on human law, do not preclude the fact that 
man’s needs have to be remedied by means of these very things. Hence whatever certain 
people have in superabundance is due, by natural law, to the purpose of succoring the 
poor.138 
 

Thus, individual human dominion over any good exists for the sake of, and is ordered to, that 

good’s universal use. In other words, the goods of the earth have a “universal destination.” But 

what exactly is the UDG to which the RPP is ordered?  

2.2.1. What is “Universal” about “Destination?” 

 As mentioned above, one might be tempted to see in the UDG a mere mandate to divide 

the material gifts of the earth into bite-sized units for individual use. After all, if creation’s goods 

 
 135 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 177.  
 136 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 7, s. c.  
 137 ST I-II, q. 95, a. 2, corp. “[T]he first rule of reason is the law of nature. . . . Consequently every human 
law has just so much of the nature of law, as it is derived from the law of nature. But if in any point it deflects from 
the law of nature, it is no longer a law but a perversion of law. 
 138 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 7, corp. 
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are destined for the common use of all, why not divide the sum total of these goods by the sum 

total of human users and simply distribute to each his allotted share? This material division might, 

in one sense, be called “universal” due to the plurality of men using (or consuming) a divided 

good. But is this really what the Church has in mind by “universal destination”? In other words, 

does the word “destination” in the phrase “universal destination” mean essentially “distribution?” 

Are Catholics truly called to endorse a “universal distribution of goods?” It would seem not. For 

instance: the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church warns that, “the universal 

destination and utilization of goods do not mean that everything is at the disposal of each person 

or of all people, or that the same object may be useful or belong to each person of all people.”139 

St. Thomas cautioned of the same confusion by applying the human/natural law distinction to 

property. He teaches,  

Community of goods is ascribed to the natural law, not that the natural law dictates that all 
things should be possessed in common and that nothing should be possessed as one’s own: 
but because the division of possessions is not according to the natural law, but rather arose 
from human agreement which belongs to positive law.140  
 

 So then, if “destination” in the phrase “universal destination” is not synonymous with 

“distribution,” what might the word “destination” mean? The Compendium hints at an answer 

when, in the same place cited above, it describes the UDG as “an affirmation both of God’s full 

and perennial lordship over every reality and of the requirement that the goods of creation remain 

ever destined to the development of the whole person and of all humanity.”141 And again: “The 

Universal Destination of Goods is an invitation to develop an economic vision inspired by moral 

values that permit people not to lose sight of the origin or purpose of these goods, so as to bring 

 
 139 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 173. 
 140 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 2, ad 1.  
 141 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 177. 
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about a world of fairness and solidarity.”142 This suggests that the Church sees the UDG as far 

more than a mere dividing and distributing of goods on the horizontal plane, but rather an elevating 

of goods on a vertical plane, that is, an enriching “inspired by moral values” that respects the 

“origin and purpose” of these gifts. We should expect to find then, in the principle of the UDG, 

less a statement about the material division of goods, and more a statement about the metaphysical 

nature of these goods as gifts of a good Creator. 

 This last point should spark our interest since, in the previous section we began our search 

for the property-relation by identifying two aspects of relation that must guide the search. First, 

since property is a relation uniting two terms, to understand property we must uncover the nature 

of both terms (owner and owned); and second, we must uncover the capacity of both terms to 

mutually relate to each other. As we saw, the principle of the RPP rests on the human person’s 

capacity to relate to the world’s goods in a rational way and, as such, the RPP reveals less about 

the term of the thing owned and more about the term of the owner. Now, the principle of the UDG 

promises to do the counterpointed reverse. The UDG will reveal to us the purpose and telos of the 

very goods that man owns, their intrinsic capacity to be rationally governed by man, and their 

aptness to participate in an order of reason that extends their fruits to the many at once. The UDG 

will now tell us, not about man as owner, but about the goods he owns. 

2.2.2. Goods for the Common Good 

 Material creation is the gift of God given to all; this is the “origin and purpose” of creation 

that must be respected. Just as all effects imitate their cause, so the material gifts of God imitate 

His goodness. As shown, God’s goodness is diffusive of itself in that it extends its causal goodness 

to many effects at once. Due to this, God Himself, one and undivided, is the “extrinsic common 

 
 142 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 174. 
Emphasis mine. 



 63 

good” of all creation.143 God is said to be the common good, not the particular good, since His 

goodness is fundamentally sharable, that is, His goodness is not lessened or divided into parts by 

being shared but is always an indivisible unity in itself. Through the act of creation, God imprints 

His infinite and undivided goodness onto a cosmos that now mirrors, through varied finite grades 

of being, His own goodness. Although God is the “extrinsic common good” of the universe, 

through this extension of His goodness onto the cosmos, He also creates an “intrinsic common 

good” of the universe, that is, a single good-of-order,144 one and undivided in itself, that imitates 

Him by extending its goodness to many at once without division or diminution. This created good-

of-order by which the whole universe reflects the simple, indivisible, and sharable goodness of 

God is what the Thomistic tradition refers to as “the common good.”145 The “common-ness” of 

this good-of-order, its ability to be shared without diminution, renders it more powerful (and more 

 
 143 See De Koninck, Charles. The Writings of Charles De Koninck, Edited by Ralph McInerny. Translated by 
Ralph McInerny. Vol. 2. 3 vols. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009), 99. Also see ST I, q. 103, 
a. 2, ad 3. 
 144 SCG Book II, 39,7.  
 145 “To take away order from created things is to deprive them of their best possession, for individual things 
are good in themselves, but all things together are best because of the order of the whole.” SCG Book III, 69,17. 
 Although the Church’s tradition offers no single definition of the common good, the Compendium of the 
Social Doctrine of the Church combines two distinct yet complementary descriptions of the common good that have 
prevailed in contemporary social teaching. In the first paragraph of 164, the Compendium begins with a definition 
introduced by Pope John XXIII in his encyclical Mater et Magistra and repeated by the Second Vatican Council’s 
Gaudium et Spes which reads, “the common good indicates the sum total of social conditions which allow people, 
either as groups or as individuals, to reach their fulfilment more fully and more easily.” Then in the second paragraph 
of 164 the Compendium offers a more traditional description of the common good stating, “The common good does 
not consist in the simple sum of the particular goods of each subject of a social entity. Belonging to everyone and to 
each person, it is and remains ‘common,’ because it is indivisible and because only together is it possible to attain it, 
increase it and safeguard its effectiveness, with regard also to the future.” [Emphasis mine] 
 Debates continue to unfold regarding the complementarity, compatibility, or lack thereof between these two 
statements given that the first definition stresses the “sum total of conditions” serving as a means to the end of the 
human person and the second description stresses the “unity” and “indivisibility” which do “not consist in the simple 
sum of the particular goods.” Although it is beyond the scope of this tesina to resolve this tension, it suffices to notice 
that the formula introduced in the twentieth-century attempts to reduce into one digestible definition what the 
traditional formula proposed as a metaphysical description. However theologians resolve this tension in years to come, 
for purposes of this tesina I will operate from the traditional description of the common good assuming that, in line 
with the modern definition, the RPP is just one of those “conditions” the sum total of which promotes the common 
good. 
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desirable) than if it were the exclusive good of a singular creature alone. In his treatment of the 

common good, Charles De Koninck writes: 

The common good is not better insofar as it comprises the singular good of all the singulars: 
it would not then have the unity of the common good insofar as it is universal but would 
be a pure collection. It should only be materially better. The common good is better for 
each of the particulars that participate in it insofar as it is communicable to the other 
particulars: communicability is the very reason of its perfection.146 
 

Since the intrinsic common good of the universe includes all creatures within in, it must also 

incorporate into its fold even the material elements of creation.  

 At its deepest level, then, the UDG must mean essentially this; not that material creation 

be numerically divided and distributed to the parts (although it might accidentally mean this), but 

that the extension of material creation’s power to share goodness with many through a good-of-

order be expanded. Instead of a mandate to divide creation into a collection of parts, the UDG is 

more fundamentally an invitation to amplify the goodness of creation already present and intrinsic 

to each of the parts, that is, an imperative to increase the causal efficacy of the earth’s goods by 

ordering them more perfectly to the ordered whole of which they are a part. But how can such an 

increase take place?  

 Let us recall the distinction between dominion and use. These realities are distinct, not only 

conceptually, but in reality. As a result, dominion and use move independently of the other; one 

does not necessarily grow with the growth of the other, nor does one necessarily grow in inverse 

proportion to the other. What is more, the true human dominion we commonly call property has, 

as we have seen, the potential power to humanize use, since it can bring human use into a 

participation in reason and elevate use above the horizon of the mere consumption of material 

things. When human use is taken up by human dominion (property), human use extends its range 

 
 146 Charles De Koninck, The Writings of Charles De Koninck, 75. 



 65 

of causal efficacy to more agents at once. For example, St. Thomas explains that “nothing prevents 

that which belongs to one person simply, from belonging to another in some respect: thus a deposit 

belongs simply to the depositor, but with regard to its custody (ad custodiam) it is the 

depositary’s.”147 A truly human dominion may, then, situate the earth’s goods within ordered 

grades of use and magnify the effects of this use. Since dominion and use are distinct realities, a 

humanized dominion over a good may allow multiple agents to use that same good in many and 

varied ways – although dominion be assigned to one, use may nevertheless extend to many.148 

Again, St. Thomas explains how the restrictions of material scarcity (the finite nature of material 

goods) may be lessened by the effects of private ownership: “Since there are many who are in 

need, while it is impossible for all to be succored by means of the same thing, each one is entrusted 

with the stewardship of his own things (propriarum rerum), so that out of them he may come to 

the aid of those who are in need.”149 

 By entering into a relationship with creation based on reason, man is capable of elevating 

the use of that creation into a higher order. Just as it is better for man to know creatures below him 

than to love them (through knowledge, man elevates the quiddities of things into his intellect150), 

so is it also better for lower creatures to be governed by man’s reason rather than by his sheer will. 

Property is such a relation of reason. Through a relation of property, and the dominion that goes 

with it, man may more aptly extend the effects of his reason into creatures below him, amplify the 

material effects of that creation’s use, and, like an archer directing an arrow to a target, order 

 
 147 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 3, ad 3. 
 148 This harkens back to Aristotle’s insight that, through friendship in society, the private owner of a good 
may extend that good’s use to many in varied ways. “Although every man has his own property, some things he will 
place at the disposal of his friends, while of others he shares the use with them.” Aristotle. Politics in The Basic Works 
of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263a 33-35). 
 149 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 7, corp. 
 150 See ST I, q. 16, a. 1, corp.; ST I, q. 82, a. 3, corp.; ST II-II, q. 27, a. 4, ad 2. 
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creation’s use to a higher end than that to which it would otherwise attain.151 True human and 

rational dominion over creation becomes a doorway through which the use of each part of creation 

may achieve a common or universal end, in other words, its universal destination. 

2.2.3. Individual Dominion 

 One might object that, while property does indeed serve the UDG, property need not be 

concentrated into single private individuals alone in order to serve this same common end; in fact, 

the same rational property relation may just as easily extend to many through a type of common 

property or shared property. It might reasonably be asked: Why would common property not retain 

the same human rationality as does individual or private property? And even more, would not a 

“common destination” of goods be better served by a “common property?” As valid as these 

questions might seem, the Popes have strongly answered in the negative and for good reason.152 

For example, Pius XI insists that “those who seek to restrict the individual character of ownership 

to such a degree that in fact they destroy it are mistaken and in error.”153 The Pope uses this strong 

language since common property, that is, goods belonging to no individual but rather to a 

collective, is in fact no property at all but a mere linguistic slight-of-hand, a substitution of the 

word “property” for what in actuality amounts to mere collective consumption or herd sharing. Let 

us remember, true property must combine both man’s dominion and his use in one human subject; 

and any supposed “communal dominion” would be, at best, a mental abstraction and, at worst, a 

veiled tyranny of one despot (or sovereign) over the many. St. Thomas explains that property, if it 

 
 151 SCG Book III 24, 4. 
 152 Pope John Paul II, when commenting on material creation’s ability to be socialized or shared for common 
use, claims, “merely converting the means of production into state property in the collectivist systems is by no means 
equivalent to ‘socializing’ that property. We can speak of socializing only when the subject character of society is 
ensured, that is to say, when on the basis of his work each person is fully entitled to consider himself a part owner of 
the great workbench at which he is working with everyone else." Pope John Paul II, Laborem Exersenz, section III, 
par. 14g. 
 153 Pius XI, q. A, 48. Emphasis mine. 
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is to perform its task of enhancing material creation’s effects (and aiding man’s growth in virtue), 

must not be an abstract relation between creation and all mankind as a whole but must be, more 

concretely, a relation that extends to each man individually. He famously adopts Aristotle’s three 

reasons for this; 1) man takes better care of his own property; 2) man more properly orders his 

own property to the harmony of society; and 3) man is more at peace with his neighbor when he 

owns his own property.154 These three effects are possible because private ownership clothes the 

earth’s particular goods, not with the abstracted reason of the whole lot of men, but with the 

prudence, self-love, and respect for law of the single human person who has (1) greater knowledge 

of the parts of creation entrusted to him than does the collective, (2) more love of the part entrusted 

to him as an extension of his love of himself, and (3) his own exercise of dominion in imitation of 

God. After all, it is the individual person who exercises political prudence, not the collective; it is 

the individual person who knows, loves, and respects the law governing the good-of-order of the 

whole, not the collective.155 

 We are now in a better position to discover how goods under man’s dominion have an 

innate capacity to extend their causal goodness towards a universal destination and how individual 

dominion over these goods unlocks this capacity. Although the natural law outlines no specific 

division of private property, man, by his own reason, expertise, and skill, may apply his reason 

toward the use of his own property and enhance his property’s benefits.156 St. Thomas explains: 

 
 154 ST I-II, q. 66, a. 2, corp.  
 155 Friedrick Hayek gives two reasons for why peaceful trade among primitive tribes could have only 
developed along with private property, 1) individual information, and 2) individual trust. These two reasons mirror 
those of St. Thomas. “Only an individual, not his group, could gain peaceful admission to an alien territory, and 
thereby acquire knowledge not possessed by his fellows. Trade could not be based on collective knowledge, only on 
distinctive individual knowledge. Only the growing recognition of [private] property could have made such use of 
individual initiative possible.” Friedrick A. Hayek, The Fatal Conceit: The Errors of Socialism. The Collected Works 
of F.A. Hayek. Edited by W. W. Bartley. Vol. I (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1988), 43. 
 156 St. Thomas grounds the virtue of liberality in the capacity of man to make good use of the external objects 
in his dominion by extending to their use the same care he has towards his internal good. ST II-II, q. 117, a. 1, corp. 
“Now we may use both well and ill, not only the things that are within us, such as the powers and the passions of the 
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A thing is naturally commensurate with another person, not according as it is considered 
absolutely, but according to something resultant from it, for instance the possession of 
property. For if a particular piece of land be considered absolutely, it contains no reason 
why it should belong to one man more than to another, but if it be considered in respect of 
its adaptability to cultivation, and the unmolested use of the land, it has a certain 
commensuration to be the property of one and not of another man.157 
 

Thus, the “human law” establishing divisions of private property flows immediately and naturally 

from the “natural law” demanding property’s common use. 

2.2.4. Individual self-love 

 This connection between natural law and private property is rooted in the very order of 

love itself, since natural human love provides the fertile soil out of which private property grows. 

The human person is primed and ready to extend his reason and skill into his own property since 

he has a natural love (that is, a non-coerced love) for that which is his own and that which is closest 

to him.  

Grace and virtue imitate the order of nature, which is established by Divine wisdom. Now 
the order of nature is such that every natural agent pours forth its activity first and most of 
all on the things which are nearest to it. . . . Therefore we ought to be most beneficent 
towards those who are most closely connected with us.158  

Since man’s natural love extends to those who are, and that which is, his own, the human person 

naturally desires to bring that which is his own into a greater participation in his own reason and 

skill, to bring that which is his own to better reflect his own personality, and to preserve this 

reflection in that which is his own as he might love and preserve his own life.  

 
soul, but also those that are without, such as the things of this world that are granted us for our livelihood. Wherefore 
since it belongs to liberality to use these things well, it follows that liberality is a virtue.” The virtue of magnificence 
is grounded in the same capacity. ST II-II, q. 134, a. 3, ad 1. “Those virtues that are about external things experience 
a certain difficulty arising from the genus itself of the thing about which the virtue is concerned, and another difficulty 
besides arising from the greatness of that same thing. Hence the need for two virtues concerned about money and its 
use; namely, liberality, which regards the use of money in general, and magnificence, which regards that which is 
great in the use of money.” 
 157 ST II-II, q. 57, a. 3, corp. 
 158 ST II-II, q. 31, a. 3, corp. 
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 This natural love of one’s own things reflects the natural order of charity, that is, the order 

of love built into nature by God, a divine order meant to serve as a template and model for all 

human loves.159 St. Thomas explains,  

It is natural to a man to love his own work – thus it is to be observed that poets love their 
own poems. And the reason is that we love ‘to be’ and ‘to live,’ and these are made manifest 
in our ‘action,’ . . . we all naturally love that in which we see our own good.160 
 

This last point can hardly be over-stressed since it serves as the metaphysical engine at the heart 

of material creation’s ability to participate in human reason, be governed by a higher ratio than its 

own, and be ordered by this governance to a universal destination. As St. Thomas’s teaching 

suggests, the very metaphysics of love demands that the human person – a creature irreversibly 

moved by self-love161 – loves more the goodness that he puts into creation than the goodness that 

he receives from creation, loves more the image of his own reason that he imprints on things rather 

than the mere usefulness he can glean from things, and has a greater natural desire to govern things 

below him through reason than to merely consume or passively receive them. This reality is seen 

most clearly when St. Thomas asks whether one loves more his benefactor or his beneficiary. 

Although it might seem counterintuitive on a superficial level, St. Thomas clearly explains that the 

human person has a greater natural love for his beneficiary, that is, the people and things into 

which he extends, and in which he sees, a reflection of his own reason and virtue.162  

 
 159 In his treaties on Charity in the Summa Theologiae, St. Thomas describes in detail the order of charity (II-
II, q. 26), that is, the hierarchy of love established by the various causes of love. Love is always a response to goodness; 
the source of goodness, communion in goodness, and the proximity of goodness. Thus, love extends first to God (aa. 
2-3); second to the self (a. 4); third, to others (a. 5); and fourth to one’s own body. The integrity of this order of charity 
is retained and elevated by grace and even exists in heaven (a. 13.) See also q. 25, a. 12. 
 160 ST II-II, q. 26, a. 12, corp. 
 161 ST I-II, q. 29, a. 4, corp. “A man must, of necessity, love himself; and it is impossible for a man to hate 
himself.” see also ST II-II, q. 26, a. 4.  
 162 This parallels Aristotle’s insight into the “pleasure” experienced when one can be a cause of goodness 
through the use of his own property. Aristotle says that “there is the greatest pleasure in doing a kindness or service 
to friends or guests or companion, which can only be rendered when a man has private property.” Aristotle. Politics 
in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Bk. II Ch. 5 (1263b 5-7). 
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It is true that the benefactor has some good of his in the recipient of his benefaction, and 
the recipient some good in the benefactor; but the benefactor sees his virtuous good in the 
recipient, while the recipient sees his useful good in the benefactor. Now it gives more 
pleasure to see one’s virtuous good than one’s useful good, both because it is more 
enduring for usefulness quickly flits by, and the pleasure of calling a thing to mind is not 
like the pleasure of having it present and because it is more pleasant to recall virtuous goods 
than the profit we have derived from others.163 
 

Just as man loves, preserves in being, and desires good for himself, so in the same way does he 

love his own work in material creation and that which belongs to him. 

 At its root then, the principle of the UDG expresses nothing less than this; material 

creation’s built-in capacity to be elevated more and more into a good-of-order that extends its 

causal goodness to many without diminution or waste. That unique relation of rational dominion 

that man enjoys with creation, the relation that combines dominion and use in a way that above all 

engages man’s reason, in other words, the relation we call property, magnifies, like a lens, this 

built-in capacity.  

 Let us summarize, then: the UDG is a principle that calls man to see the world as far more 

than a mere sum of material parts. The earth’s goods have their origin in God who did not leave 

these goods idle but placed them under the dominion of man to govern them toward the common 

use of all. We have shown that the RPP is, as the Church claims, an instrument to achieve this 

UDG. Private property is an effective instrument for this purpose, since it brings material creation 

into a relation with man based upon his reason and allows him to see value in creation beyond the 

merely material.164 Through the truly human dominion of property, man orders creation to the 

good of all and to God. This fulfills man’s primal call as created in the image of God.  

For man, created to God’s image, received a mandate to subject to himself the earth and all 
it contains, and to govern the world with justice and holiness; a mandate to relate himself 

 
 163 ST II-II, q. 26, a. 12, corp. Emphasis mine. 
 164 “Property representations enabled people to think about assets not only through physical acquaintance but 
also through the description of their latent economic and social qualities.” Hernando De Soto, Thy Mystery of Capital, 
49. 
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and the totality of things to Him Who was to be acknowledged as the Lord and Creator of 
all. Thus, by the subjection of all things to man, the name of God would be wonderful in 
all the earth.165 
 

Gaudium et Spes, thus, exemplifies the universal destination of goods.  

  

 
 165 Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes (Vatican, December 7, 1965), 34.  
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Chapter 3: 
Private Property and the Common Good, A Resolution 

 
 We began this work by lamenting the seeming incongruity at the heart of CST whereby the 

Church appears to exalt both the private good and the common good at once by equally promoting 

both the RPP and the UDG. But how can this be? Can the RPP, as individualist as it may seem, 

truly be ordered to the common good? We began a search for a connection between the RPP and 

the UDG and, from the above study, we are well within reach of finding such a connection. Our 

analysis in chapter 2 has provided all the necessary structural points to a conclusion; what remains 

is simply to connect the points and observe the emerging picture.  

 The RPP serves the common good through three interconnected but distinct mechanisms 

that we will examine in turn. First, the RPP situates persons and the goods they use all under a 

shared blanked of the rule of law (3.1). Second, the RPP allows man to use, cultivate, and share 

his goods in a way that, far from violating his natural love or cloaking natural love with an itinerary 

foreign to its inner logic, instead respects the order of love built into every creature, harnesses the 

drive of natural self-love, and thrusts self-love toward its own self-transcendence (3.2). Third, the 

sharing in goodness that the RPP occasions, enforces the conditions necessary for the political 

common good, that is, it promotes the true communion in goodness essential for friendship (3.3).166  

3.1. Private Property and Law 

 We have said that the RPP demands a rule of law. But why? Even more, how might this 

rule of law allow property to serve the common good? To answer we must first remember that the 

property relation between man and the earth’s goods blends dominion and use within one rational 

human subject in a way that distinguishes it from sovereignty, custody, or mere animal 

consumption. The property owner does not exercise dominion through the sheer force of his will 

 
 166 ST I-II, q. 27, a. 3, corp. 
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(this would elevate property to sovereignty), nor does his will merely execute the absolute will of 

another (this would degrade property into custody). Instead, the property relation emerges from, 

and rests upon, man’s use of his reason.167 Property situates man, not as an absolute ruler nor a 

slave, but as a ruled ruler, one who rules himself and his goods and yet remains, at the same time, 

ordered to something greater than himself.168 Thus, a delicate balance emerges between man qua 

self-directed-mover and man qua moved by something greater. This balance between ruling and 

being ruled needs a ground for its existence. It is not a self-stabilizing equilibrium nor will it, once 

established, simply remain in harmony without some extrinsic stabilizing principle. Instead, 

private property demands some extrinsic order of reason under which man’s rational dominion 

stands accountable, not to the will of another but, more fundamentally, to the reason of another.169 

 St. Thomas understands law as precisely this type of extrinsic principle of reason; that is, 

“an ordinance of reason for the common good, made by him who has care of the community, and 

promulgated.”170 The need for property to be governed by an ordinance of reason gives birth to 

the need for law and renders law intelligible once it is established.171 As a shared ordinance of 

 
 167 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 1, corp. 
 168 Commenting on the nature of the political common good, Alisdair MacIntyre asks? “What are political 
relationships? The relationships of free men to each other, that is, the relationships between those members of a 
community who both rule and are ruled over. The free self is simultaneously political subject and political sovereign. 
Thus to be involved in political relationships entails freedom from any position that is mere subjection. Freedom is 
the presupposition of the exercise of the virtues and the achievement of the good.” Alisdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: 
A Study in Moral Theory Third Edition (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 159. 
 169 St. Thomas highlights that human positive law is necessary precisely because man cannot train himself in 
virtue but needs training from an external source. “Man has a natural aptitude for virtue; but the perfection of virtue 
must be acquired by man by means of some kind of training. . . Now it is difficult to see how man could suffice for 
himself in the matter of this training. . . Consequently a man needs to receive this training from another, whereby to 
arrive at the perfection of virtue. . . Therefore in order that man might have peace and virtue, it was necessary for laws 
to be framed.” ST I-II, q. 95, a. 1, corp. 
 170 ST I-II, q. 90, a. 4, corp. The four articles of this question each provide one of the four Aristotelian causes 
necessary for the full definition of law. As formal, law is an ordinance of reason (a. 1). As final, law is for the common 
good (a. 2). As efficient, law is made by one having rightful care of the community (a. 3). And materially, law must 
be promulgated (a. 4). 
 171 “As reason is a principle of human acts, so in reason itself there is something which is the principle in 
respect of all the rest: wherefore to this principle chiefly and mainly law must needs be referred.” ST I-II, q. 90, a. 2, 
corp. 
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reason, ordered intrinsically toward the common good of a governed whole, the law governing the 

RPP places each property owner within it under the guidance of a ratio higher than his individual 

good and beyond his individual will alone. St. Thomas not only reaffirms this point but makes one 

more crucial distinction; he couches the dominion/use distinction necessary for understanding 

property within the more fundamental distinction between two different grades of law, namely, 

human law and natural law. 

Community of goods is ascribed to the natural law, not that the natural law dictates that all 
things should be possessed in common and that nothing should be possessed as one’s own: 
but because the division of possessions is not according to the natural law, but rather arose 
from human agreement which belongs to positive law.172  
 

The distinction is clear; the common use of the earth’s goods in general flows from natural law 

and the division of possessions flows from positive law.173  

3.1.1. The Role of Human Positive Law 

 Aligning the RPP with law qua human positive law reveals insights worth exploring. First, 

it reinforces the real distinction, lost to many of the Church Fathers and shunned by many moderns, 

between a good’s dominion and its use. Second, as mentioned in the last chapter, it maintains the 

means/end relationship between dominion and use; just as human positive law serves to determine 

the natural law,174 so also must human dominion over the earth’s goods serve to determine the 

common use of those goods. Third, and most importantly, it reinforces the necessity of the RPP as 

indispensable for achieving a UDG. But how? Just as the indeterminacy of the natural law requires 

 
 172 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 2, ad 1. Emphasis mine. 
 173 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 2, ad. 1. “Hence the ownership of possessions is not contrary to the natural law, but an 
addition thereto devised by human reason.”  
 174 “Something may be derived from the natural law in two ways: first, as a conclusion from premises, 
secondly, by way of determination of certain generalities. . . the second mode is likened to that whereby, in the arts, 
general forms are particularized as to details: thus the craftsman needs to determine the general form of a house to 
some particular shape.” ST I-II, q. 95, a. 2, corp. 
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human positive law to instantiate its principles in the real world,175 so does the indeterminacy of 

the UDG, that is, the manifold ways in which the earth’s goods may be shared in common, require 

that the RPP particularize this common use in the real world by contracting and assigning 

humanity’s God-like dominion over the earth’s goods to each particular individual. Without such 

a particularization, the UDG would remain an abstraction availing nothing within a real society of 

concrete citizens. The just distribution of goods, then, is not a condition for the RPP, but an 

achievement of the RPP. 

 In spite of these insights, the fact that the RPP is rooted in human positive law might still 

lead to misunderstandings since many Christians are prone to situate human law as somehow 

“lower than” the more architectonic natural law. Since human law must be rooted in the natural 

law to have any force at all,176 many underestimate the need for human law; that is, they understate 

the necessary determination of the natural law that human law provides, determinations at once 

necessary for life in society yet not built into the natural law itself.177 In response we may say that, 

just because human law exists for the sake of determining natural law, does not mean that human 

law is dispensable. In the same way, just because the RPP is a “means” to the “end” of the UDG, 

does not mean that the RPP is a “dispensable means” to that end, as if the UDG might more swiftly 

be achieved through some other human allotment or plan.178 This would be a mistake and, from 

what we have seen, the truth is just the opposite. Pope Pius XI, for example, made the bold and 

 
 175 “The general principles of the natural law cannot be applied to all men in the same way on account of the 
great variety of human affairs: and hence arises the diversity of positive laws among various people.” ST I-II, q. 95, a. 
2, ad 3. 
 176 “Every human law has just so much of the nature of law, as it is derived from the law of nature. But if in 
any point it deflects from the law of nature, it is no longer a law but a perversion of law.” ST I-II, q. 95, a. 2, corp. 
 177 Martin Rhonheimer states that “for Aquinas ‘law’ in the first, proper, and full sense is the lex humana, 
that is, the positive civil law.” Martin Rhonheimer, The Perspective of the Active Person: Essays in the Renewal of 
Thomistic Moral Philosophy, (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2008), 298. 
 178 A claim that a thing is a “means” is not equivalent to a claim that it is “dispensable.” The two concepts 
are not the same. Means/end is not coterminous with dispensable/indispensable. 
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opposite claim that the ill use of the earth’s goods, that is, a failure to fully achieve the end of 

common use, does not negate the RPP nor compromise one’s right to call his property his own.179 

Let us recall that, for St. Thomas, man has a natural dominion over the earth’s goods due to his 

reason, not his skillful use. And even in the state of innocence, the same rational dominion and use 

would have still been combined.180 These insights allow us to answer certain errors regarding the 

RPP as a positive human good. 

3.1.2. Correcting Errors 

 The fact that the RPP rests upon human positive law has blinded many throughout history 

from seeing it as a positive human good. This blindness has come in three forms. First, secular 

economists may err in seeing property as a mere response to the evil of material scarcity. Those in 

this error see the RPP, not as a positive good, but only as a type of “necessary evil,” a needed 

practicality to combat the practical problem of material need. These tend to imagine the possibility 

of an idealic future utopia devoid of human material need and, thus, devoid also of private property. 

Second, Christians may see in the RPP only a concession to human greed; that is, a type of bandage 

covering fallen human nature’s wound of selfishness lest the bleed be worse than it ought. In this 

view, private property is merely a byproduct of the primordial fall of man, a byproduct that, were 

the fall to have never occurred or were its effects to cease, would be easily discarded. Thus, even 

more than those in the first error, these imagine that, in a Rousseauian state of nature or an idealic 

garden of Eden, the property relation would have never arisen at all given that the evils of 

 
 179 “They are in error who assert that ownership and its right use are limited by the same boundaries; and it 
is much farther still from the truth to hold that a right to property is destroyed or lost by reason of abuse or non-use.” 
Pope Pius XI, “Quadregesimo Anno.” 47.  
 180 “Man in a certain sense contains all things; and so according as he is master of what is within himself, in 
the same way he can have mastership over other things. . . Wherefore . . . in the state of innocence man’s mastership 
over plants and inanimate things consisted not in commanding or in changing them, but in making use of them without 
hindrance.” ST I, q. 96, a. 2, corp. 
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selfishness would have never occasioned it.181 Third, as did Marx and Engels, many following 

them err in seeing property as a mere social construct with no justification whatsoever in human 

nature. 

  Regarding the first error; seeing the RPP as an answer to economic scarcity bears two 

incoherencies. Those who downgrade property to a mere necessary evil, first, fail to give a 

theological account of property sufficient to render lucid Pope Leo’s insistence that property is, 

“sacred and inviolable.”182 Second, they fail to account for property arising, not from mere 

economic need but, as St. Thomas insists, from man’s nature as a rational animal; that is, they fail 

to recognize that the property relation between man and the goods of the earth, a relation based 

upon reason and law, must be ontologically prior to any material need and more fundamental than 

any economic benefit that flows from it. In spite of the fact that private property serves as a means 

to the end of common use, it must nonetheless be valued as a good in itself prior to its economic 

effects and, for that matter, ought to be valued even if those economic effects might wane in any 

particular case. 

 Regarding the second error of those seeing the RPP as a response to sin, we can say that 

the property relation, since it arises from man’s reason, must also be more fundamental than a mere 

bandage binding the effects of selfishness.183 Although it might be an answer to selfishness in one 

sense, it is not a negative or reactive answer. In fact, this study suggests the opposite to be true. 

Rightly understood as rooted in law ordered to the common good, the RPP might be part of the 

 
 181 This is, in fact, the way that much of classical economics, a science often too near-sighted in its 
practicality, has traditionally spoken about the function of property; in turn, many Catholics have followed the 
economist’s lead and incorporated practical language into popular readings of the Church’s defense of property. 
 182 Pope Leo XIII, “Rerum Novarum,” 46.  
 183 “Aquinas argues that private property is fitting to human nature and not merely as a concession to sin. It 
allows us to coordinate our productive activities, and it is congruent with our natural inclination to fend for ourselves 
and our families.” Mary L. Hirschfeld, Aquinas and the Market: Toward a Humane Economy (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2018), 26. 
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very positive cure for human selfishness by amplifying the effects of virtue. This claim might seem 

bold but it is not without grounding. Property is fundamental to man qua man, not man qua fallen. 

Where some downgrade the RPP precisely because it emerges from human law, this study suggests 

that private property as a condition enriches man as a rational social animal, not in-spite of the fact 

that it emerges from human law, but precisely because it grounds human action within a rule of 

human law.184 After all, for the Christian, law is not only punitive, it is also restorative; not only 

disciplinary, but medicinal and curative.185  

 On this same point, let us also recall that St. Thomas distances himself from St. Augustine 

and other early Christians by claiming that, even in a state of innocence before the fall, man, by 

virtue of being a rational social animal, would still have had social hierarchy, government,186 and 

a type of mastership over that which is below him.187 Given these truths we may reasonably 

extrapolate that, even in the state of innocence, the conditions necessary for private property would 

still have existed. In her book Aquinas and the Market, Catholic economist, Mary Hirschfeld, 

makes this point in a passage that deserves quoting in full. 

A casual reading of [St. Thomas] would seem to affirm the tradition’s take on the matter – 
worldly goods are ordered to the common good, but in a concession to fallen human nature 
we must conclude that it is lawful to own private property. Yet consideration of the three 

 
 184 “It is precisely in the defense of property that Law reveals most clearly its character of peacemaker. In the 
two-fold system of protection accorded to having, in the distinction between ownership and possession, is seen most 
vividly the essence of the law as peacemaker.” Ludwig von Mises, Socialism: An Economic and Sociological Analysis, 
Translated by J. Kahane (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1962), 44. 
 185 ST I-II, q. 95, a. 1, corp. “Since some are found to be depraved, and prone to vice, and not easily amenable 
to words, it was necessary for such to be restrained from evil by force and fear, in order that, at least, they might desist 
from evil-doing, and leave others in peace, and that they themselves, by being habituated in this way, might be brought 
to do willingly what hitherto they did from fear, and thus become virtuous. Now this kind of training, which compels 
through fear of punishment, is the discipline of laws. Therefore in order that man might have peace and virtue, it was 
necessary for laws to be framed.” 
 186 “Man is the master of a free subject, by directing him either towards his proper welfare, or to the common 
good. Such a kind of mastership would have existed in the state of innocence between man and man, for two reasons. 
First, because man is naturally a social being, and so in the state of innocence he would have led a social life. Now a 
social life cannot exist among a number of people unless under the presidency of one to look after the common good; 
for many, as such, seek many things, whereas one attends only to one.” ST I, q. 96, a. 4, corp. 
 187 “Divine Providence which always governs inferior things by the superior. Wherefore, as man, being made 
to the image of God, is above other animals, these are rightly subject to his government.” ST I, q. 96, a. 1, corp.  
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reasons Aquinas gives for being allowed to hold private property with respect to the power 
to “procure and dispense” undercuts that reading. While the third reason is surely related 
to fallen human nature, in that one assumes that saints are not prone to quarreling, the 
second reason, referring to the need for order, obtains whether humans had fallen or not. 
That second reason seems instead to relate directly to human finitude. Even if all humans 
had good will, it would be difficult to know what we should do each morning if we walked 
out our doors and had to decide which of the wide array of tasks that would need to be done 
for the common good ought to be done by us. By assigning property, we properly match a 
finite person with a finite piece of the collective work that is to be done. We could 
contemplate such assignments being made by a central committee in a command economy, 
but Aquinas himself does not seem to contemplate that possibility, nor should he.188 
 

Man is a rational and social animal by nature, not by sin. He requires law by nature, not by sin. 

Again, he is ordered to the common good by nature, not by sin. These philosophical truths demand 

that private property be viewed not as a mere “necessary evil” but rather as a fundamental human 

good rooted in human nature.  

 Some might still react to the claim that property be a cure for selfishness rather than a mute 

to its effects, a claim so contrary as it is to the post-Rousseauian mind. After all, does not the RPP 

concern the individual alone by assigning goods by individual allotment? The answer is found in 

the relationship between man’s individual good and the common good of society. The fact that 

law is ordered to the common good does not render it antithetical to man’s individual good nor 

does it set the individual in an antagonistic relation to the common good of society. The truth is 

exactly the opposite. The RPP might concern the individual, but it is not exclusively about the 

individual, it is even more about the common good. The sharing in positive law that the RPP 

demands becomes a shared good that extends to all in society – a political common good. It 

incentivizes a mutual trust among multiple agents that enforces communal identity. In fact, private 

property ensures that trustworthiness and respect for law are met with individual as well as social 

reward since owners must not only follow human law themselves, but even more, rely on their 

 
 188  Mary L. Hirschfeld, Aquinas and the Market, 164-165. 
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fellow man’s willingness to follow that same law.189 In this way, the RPP may generate communal 

unity, not individual isolation.190 The RPP based in human law allows man not only to live with 

others in a selfish world, but more, it incentivizes man to live well with others as a member of a 

common good. St. Thomas teaches, 

If men assembled merely to live, then animals and slaves would form a part of the civil 
community. Or, if men assembled only to accrue wealth, then all those who traded together 
would belong to one city. Yet we see that only such are regarded as forming one multitude 
as are directed by the same laws and the same government to live well.191  
 

As a result of this, the protection of property that human law provides does not, like many assume, 

isolate individuals from one another, hedge them in to a sphere of autonomy within which their 

own wills reign supreme, nor buttress them against a community whose better interests are innately 

antagonistic to their own. The truth is quite the opposite. Legal protection of property unites 

individuals into political community and binds individuals more to that community than if they 

were isolated custodians or consumers of centrally managed goods.192 The property owner is not 

a sovereign nor an absolute ruler, but a ruled ruler under civil and divine law, one who must order 

his actions towards the whole. 

 This ruled rule also enriches an owner’s use of his goods. Since the property relation 

connects one owner with a society of owners through a common rule of law and a shared order of 

reason, it has the power to unite these owners’ use of their goods and, as a result, expand the reach 

 
 189 “Since man is a social animal one man naturally owes another whatever is necessary for the preservation 
of human society. Now it would be impossible for men to live together, unless they believed one another, as declaring 
the truth one to another.” ST I-II, q. 109, a. 3, ad 1. 
 190 “Whenever there is a shared good, then, there is a shared possession, and whenever there is a shared 
possession, there is a union of individuals.” Steven J. Jensen, Sin: A Thomistic Psychology (Washington, DC: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 2018), 108. 
 191 Thomas Aquinas, “De Regno: On Kingship.” dhspriory. September 1, 2018. http://dhspriory.org/-
thomas/DeRegno.htm (accessed 9 1, 2018), Book I, 15, (106). Emphasis mine. 
 192 Even Friedrick Hayek, a famous advocate of limited government, stresses property’s community-centered 
orientation. “The effect which the use of any one piece of land often has on neighboring land clearly makes it 
undesirable to give the owner unlimited power to use or abuse his property as he likes.” Friedrick A. Hayek, The 
Constitution of Liberty in The Collected Works of F.A. Hayek, The Definitive Edition. Edited by Ronald Hamowy. 
Vol. XVII (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2011), 338. 
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of this use. The word “private” may be deceptive in this regard; private property is anything but 

“private.” John Médaille remarks:  

The very idea of a purely private property is a contradiction in terms since the right to 
private property must be recognized by the community to have any value. . . . If I cannot 
call the police to evict the invader from my living room, I cannot actually be said to own 
my own home; my private property depends on public authority.193 
 

Indeed, although we may call property “private” in one sense when it belongs to an individual and 

not to a collective or a central planner, we cannot call property “private” in the more informal 

sense of “secret” or “undisclosed.”194 Indeed, property has the exact opposite effect. In principle, 

private property unites owners, discloses their goods to the community, and through its private-

ness, actually renders goods more public by extending the reach of the owner’s causal influence 

to more extrinsic effects. 

 Regarding the third error of seeing the RPP as a social construct, undoubtedly, the above 

argument is a sufficient response. 

3.2 The Right Order of Love 

 The RPP, rather than dampening the effects of vice, principally serves to amplify the effects 

of virtue (3.1.2). Property qua legal reality serves this end by ordering man’s actions to the 

common good. The RPP, then, is more than just a legal reality but, first, an anthropological reality? 

Given the social cohesion that property qua human law creates, coupled with the teachings of the 

Church’s Magisterium, private property is more than an exclusive economic reality. Private 

property benefits man as a legal reality only because it first suits his rational nature as a human 

reality, a humanizing reality. I will explore this by, first, viewing property as an authentic 

 
 193 John C. Médaille, Toward a Truly Free Market: A Distributist Perspective on the Role of Government, 
Taxes, Health Care, Deficits, and More (Wilmington, Delaware: ISI Books, 2010), 116-117.  
 194 Friedrick Hayek also laments the misleading nature of the term “private property,” and prefers to use the 
term “several property” used by Sir Henry Maine in the late 19th century. Friedrick A. Hayek, The Constitution of 
Liberty, 207, fn. 9. 
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expression of authentic self-love (3.2.1); second, explore how property’s grounding in true self-

love leverages its ability to support virtue and amplify virtue’s effects (3.2.2).  

3.2.1. The Goodness of Rational Self-Love 

 In section 1.2.2, it was asserted that the Church Fathers’ suspicions of private property was 

due, in no small part, to their inability to distinguish the evil of greed from the metaphysical good 

of self-love. St. Thomas, however, lays this suspicion to rest. Self-love is not an evil. “Well ordered 

self-love, whereby man desires a fitting good for himself, is right and natural.”195 Self-love and its 

accompanying desire to move one towards his own perfection is the metaphysical engine at the 

heart of the moral life since “it is through loving himself that man either desires good things, or 

avoids evil things.”196 Love responds to the good as its proper object;197 and one is moved by love 

to desire the good as truly perfective of the self; indeed, if the good was not perceived as perfective 

of the self in some way, no desire would arise and, without desire, no action would commence.198  

 Many fear however that self-love is, by nature, selfish-love or, at best, teetering on a 

temptation to a selfishness that excludes others. This fear is shallow at best since it fails to see, as 

St. Thomas did, how authentic self-love, far from isolating man within his own self, in fact, orders 

him to something beyond himself. This is so because, as shown in section 2.2.4, love itself has an 

order and is ordered first, not to self alone, but to God.199 St. Thomas was unique in his own time 

as recognizing that all things including rational beings have, first, a natural love of God above the 

self,200 followed by a natural love of the common good that most expresses God’s perfective 

 
 195 ST I-II, q. 77, a. 4, ad 1. 
 196 ST I-II, q. 77, a. 4, ad 3. 
 197 ST I-II, q. 27, a. 1, corp. 
 198 For St. Thomas, “The principle of every affection is love. For joy and desire are only of a good that is 
loved, and fear and sadness are only of an evil that is opposed to the good that is loved; and from these all the other 
affections take their origin.” Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles (hereafter SCG) Edited by Joseph Kenny (New 
York, NY: Hanover House, 1955-57), Book 1, q. 91, 7. 
 199 ST II-II, q. 26. 
 200 ST I, q. 60, a. 5, corp. 
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wisdom, only then followed by a natural love of self as ordered to the former two goods (God and 

the created common good) as perfective of the self.201 Man does indeed desire his own perfection 

but, through desiring his own perfection, desires more God and the ordered-whole (the good-of-

order or the common good) that expresses God’s providential wisdom.202 As a result, for St. 

Thomas, self-love is not directed to self alone as if man where his own perfection (this would make 

man his own god); rather, authentic self-love is self-transcending and, by desiring its own 

perfection, desires more God and the common good of the whole cosmos than its own particular 

good alone.203 

 This dynamic of self-love and its accompanying desire for the common good which is 

perfective of the self does not end at the boarder where human economic life begins as if economic 

life were some “love-free” or “God-free” or “common good free” zone. Far from it. What is often 

called “economic self-interest” may be, if properly understood, nothing but a translation into the 

economic realm of a love at the root of the moral life.204 But how might such a translation take 

place? How might man, as a self-lover, bring economic goods into participation in the common 

 
 201 “Desire for the common good is in the singular itself. Hence, the common good does not have the note of 
an alien good – bonum alienum – as in the good of the other taken as such.” Charles De Koninck, The Writings of 
Charles De Koninck, 76. 
 202 “Thomas's argument for the natural love of God over self differs from those of his contemporaries in its 
emphasis on natural inclination and participation. Thomas's new approach to the distinction between charity and 
natural love is rooted in his innovative understanding of nature. Thomas’s contemporaries generally held a version of 
the ‘natura curva’ which stated that a creature desires its own perfection more than it desires the perfection of any 
other creature. The debate among these contemporaries was over whether human reason is similar to nature in its 
desire for its own perfection or whether it can differ from nature in loving God more than the self. Thomas uses his 
reading of both Aristotle and Pseudo-Dionysius to argue for a completely different understanding of nature in which 
each created object is directed not only to its own perfection, but even more to the twofold good of the universe, which 
is the order among the parts and the ordering of the whole universe to God.” Thomas M. Osborn, Love of Self and 
Love of God: in Thirteenth-Century Ethics (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), 111. 
 203 See Karol Wojtyla, Person and Community: Selected Essays Translated by Theresa Sandok (New York, 
NY: Peter Land, 2008), 230. 
 204 “Aquinas does not think that self-interest is inherently sinful. On the contrary, ordinarily speaking, the 
right thing to do is to secure the immediate needs of oneself and one’s family before looking to offer assistance to 
others.” Mary L. Hirschfeld, Aquinas and the Market, 26. St. Thomas does insist however that covetousness, or the 
“inordinate desire for any temporal good,” is the root of all sin since “every sin grows out of the love of temporal 
things.” ST I-II, q. 84, a. 1, corp. 
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good to which his own self-love is rightly ordered? The answer should by now be obvious. It is 

precisely the property relation between man and the earth’s goods that serves as the adhesive link 

by which man is able to appropriate205 the earth’s goods to himself and bring those goods into a 

participation in his own self-love. Through the property relation man, under grace, may love the 

earth’s goods as more than mere things to be consumed, endow them with his own self-care, and 

invest them with an order to the common good of which he himself is a part. As rooted in reason 

rather than will alone, the RPP allows man to unite the goods of creation to himself in a way 

consonant with his own innate drive of rational self-love. Since the property owner truly envisages 

the goods in his possession as “his own,” that is, sees his goods as an extension of his very self, he 

is able to extend to the external world (through the particular goods that he owns) a share of that 

same concern, respect, and love by which he cares for himself. Property, then, harnesses the 

fundamental drive of self-preservation and extends it outward applying the self-transcendence 

innate to authentic self-love to the created world; in such a way, property orders the created world 

to a greater participation in the common good of the cosmos.  

 This sheds light on the error of John Lock and the classical liberals following him. The 

origin of the property relation is not man’s productive labor somehow mixing self-ownership with 

material goods; rather, the origin of the property relation is man’s rational ability to appropriate 

goods to himself as an extension of rational self-love.206 In this sense, productive labor is not a 

cause of property but one of its most dignified effects. We may say then that, although Locke 

attempted to justify man’s natural RPP, his own theory actually under-states its own case. In fact, 

a RPP arising from labor is tenuous at best. Man could never extend to, or mix with, created things 

 
 205 The very word “appropriate” is derived in the same Latin root (proprietas) from which we derive 
“property.” 
 206 “There is a union, which is the effect of love. This is real union, which the lover seeks with the object of 
his love.” ST I-II, q. 28, a. 1, ad. 2. 
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that same relationship that he has with his own body (one has “union with” his body, not 

“ownership over” his body207). However, he can extend to created things a share of that self-love 

by which he directs himself and his actions to the common good.208 This extension is accomplished 

through property. 

3.2.2. Growth In Virtue 

 Since the property relation is rooted in authentic self-love, it is not superfluous to man’s 

call to develop personal virtue nor, even less, a barrier to such growth. In fact, private property 

becomes an indispensable instrument for the practice of, and growth in, other-centered virtue, 

particularly the virtues of justice, magnanimity, and liberality.209 Although in his explicit defense 

of private ownership (II-II Q66) St. Thomas is famous for emphasizing property’s practical 

benefits for society, he nonetheless, throughout the remainder of his work, situates personal 

ownership as a prerequisite for the practice of justice, magnanimity, and liberality. From St. 

Thomas’s corpus as a whole this point is undeniable. For example: “Each one is entrusted with the 

stewardship of his own things (propriarum rerum),” he teaches, “so that out of them he may come 

to the aid of those who are in need.”210 Again; “Alms should not be given out of another’s property; 

but each one should give alms out of the just profit of his own labor (de iustis laboribus 

propriis).”211 Furthermore, as a condition for growing in liberality, he explains: “The term 

 
 207 One does not, properly speaking, have “property” in his own body as if the Cartesian soul or ghost in the 
machine has dominion over the members it controls. Rather, one has “union” with his body; man is his body; the 
person is the union of body and soul, the form of the whole. See ST I, q. 76, a. 1. Also see CCC2280. 
 208 St. Thomas himself uses the distinction between union with one’s body and ownership over goods to 
distinguish magnificence from fortitude, a virtue for which magnificence is an integral part. “magnificence falls short 
of fortitude, in that the arduous thing to which fortitude tends derives its difficulty from a danger that threatens the 
person, whereas the arduous thing to which magnificence tends, derives its difficulty from the dispossession of one’s 
property, which is of much less account than danger to one’s person. Wherefore magnificence is accounted a part of 
fortitude.” ST II-II, q. 134, a. 4, corp. 
 209 This point was even stressed by Aristotle who claimed that “No one, when men have all things in common, 
will any longer set an example of liberality or do any liberal action; for liberality consists in the use which is made of 
property.” Aristotle, The Basic Works of Aristotle in Politics, Book II Ch. 5 (1263b 12-14)  
 210 ST II-II, q. 66, a. 7, corp. 
 211 ST II-II, q. 32, a. 8, s. c. 
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‘liberality’ seems also to allude to this, when a man quits hold of a thing he frees it (liberat), so to 

speak, from his keeping and ownership (a sua custodia et dominio) and shows his mind to be free 

of attachment thereto.”212 In his commentary on St. Matthew’s Gospel, he lists four things required 

for an appropriate offering: 1) cheerfulness, 2) ownership (proprietas), 3) fitness of place, and 4) 

love of neighbor.213 Truly, the list of examples of property grounding the practice of virtue and 

indeed rendering possible that very practice could go on and on. It is precisely in this way then 

that property, far from muffling the effects of selfishness from a primordial fall, actually serves as 

a remedy for this selfishness. 

 The ability of private property to facilitate justice, magnanimity, and liberality exists at all 

because, as we have seen, man’s relation to the world around him is more than use or consumption 

alone; man’s relation to the material world is invested with his own rational self-love. Man has 

true dominion over the goods of the earth, that is, a governance that marks the material world with 

a human fingerprint. Yet this human fingerprint is not one of cold reason alone, nor is it one of 

mere productive labor; it is much more. The human fingerprint is a mark invested with rational 

love, a love elevated by reason that responds to the apprehended good,214 and a love tending toward 

an end beyond itself. Since man truly governs that which he calls “his own,” he may extend the 

effects of his own self-love and love of the common good into the goods he owns. As a result of 

this self-investment, he may extend the effects that his goods have on those around him beyond 

the border of strict justice and into the realm of mercy and charity.215 In other words, private 

property becomes a condition by which human action may spill over across the boundary of justice 

 
 212 ST II-II, q. 117, a. 2, corp. 
 213 Thomas Aquinas “Commentary on Saint Matthew’s Gospel,” dhspriory.org. http://dhspriory.org-
/thomas/-SSMatthew.htm (accessed march 29, 2018), Lecture 7b - Ch. 5:23-26. 
 214 ST I-II, q. 27, a. 1, corp.  
 215 “God acts mercifully, not indeed by going against His justice, but by doing something more than justice; 
thus a man who pays another two hundred pieces of money, though owing him only one hundred, does nothing against 
justice, but acts liberally or mercifully.” ST I, q. 21, a. 3, ad 2. 
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and into the theological realm of altruism, mercy, and charity.216 St. Thomas explains, “When one 

man gives voluntarily to another that which he does not owe him, he causes neither injustice nor 

inequality. For a man’s ownership depends on his will, so there is no disproportion if he forfeit 

something of his own free-will.”217 Because man’s goods are truly “his own,” his use of his goods 

takes on a moral quality that it would otherwise never have,218 indeed the qualities of altruism and 

liberality. 

 Since man is a social animal, his love of self and the goods he owns need not be antithetical 

to his love of others and of the community of which he is a part.219 As we have seen, although an 

owner’s love of his goods may be an extension of his self-love, this self-love need not be a selfish 

love, but a love that orders itself towards the good of others and the whole.220 For example: when 

describing the virtue of magnificence, St. Thomas states that the magnificent man orders his 

actions, not toward himself, but more toward the community. 

It belongs to magnificence to do something great. But that which regards a man’s person 
is little in comparison with that which regards Divine things, or even the affairs of the 
community at large. Wherefore the magnificent man does not intend principally to be 
lavish towards himself, not that he does not seek his own good, but because to do so is not 
something great.221 
 

Thus, St. Thomas distinguishes magnificence from magnanimity, since magnanimity is greatness-

of-soul (magna-anima) and magnificence is greatness-of-deed (magna-facere). 

 
 216 “Man is master of his actions; and yet, in so far as he belongs to another, i.e. the community, of which he 
forms a part, he merits or demerits, inasmuch as he disposes his actions well or ill: just as if he were to dispense well 
or ill other belongings of his, in respect of which he is bound to serve the community.” ST I-II, q. 21, a. 3, ad 2. 
 217 ST II-II, q. 59, a. 3, ad 1. 
 218 “An action is imputed to an agent when it is in his power, so that he has dominion over it: because it is 
through his will that man has dominion over his actions.” ST I-II, q. 21, a. 2, corp. 
 219 “A man’s good or evil actions, although not ordained to the good or evil of another individual, are 
nevertheless ordained to the good or evil of another, i.e. the community.” ST I-II, q. 21, a. 3, ad. 1. “This very good or 
evil, which a man does to himself by his action, redounds to the community.” ST I-II, q. 21, a. 3, ad 3. 
 220 “The love that a part extends toward a whole is not self-centered, as if the part loves the whole solely 
because it derives good from the whole, or as if the whole existed for the sake of the part. Rather, the part seeks its 
own good for the sake of the good of the whole.” Ezra Sullivan, “Natural Self-Transcending Love According to 
Thomas Aquinas.” Nova et Vetera 12, no. 3 (2014), 924.  
 221 ST II-II, q. 134, a. 1, ad 3. 
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 Since the owner is embedded within a legal network uniting his actions with those of others 

(a good-of-order or common good), the owner’s exercise of virtue may extend the effects of his 

material goods to more persons in different ways. This expansion of justice invests the owner’s 

actions with a greater moral weight precisely because his use of his property effects, not himself 

alone, but the community; in other words, the diffusion of his action’s effects are wider and 

greater.222 St. Thomas explains the same. 

That man is most wicked who practices vice not only in regard to himself but also in regard 
to his friends, so [also], that man is most honorable who practices virtue in relation not 
only to himself but also to others. . . . So then it is clear that the law-abiding just man is 
most virtuous and legal justice is the most perfect of virtues.223 
 

For St. Thomas, legal justice is always ordered to the common good.224 

3.3 Property, Common Good, and Friendship 

 Further, the RPP is not only a good due to any particular property or properties that an 

individual may own, nor is it a good due to its ability to render one citizen more serviceable to 

others; the RPP as an institution, abstracting from all particular instances of property, is a good 

extending its benefits even to those who do not themselves own particular properties. This is so 

because, as a social institution, the RPP is a shared good that extends its sharable goodness to all 

at once. Yes; particular properties might render one citizen materially unequal to another, yet this 

material inequality may actually serve a deeper political unity. St. Thomas insists, “between those 

who are unequal there can be a greater love than between equals;”225 their properties may differ, 

 
 222 “A rich man does not act unlawfully if he anticipates someone in taking possession of something which 
at first was common property, and gives others a share: but he sins if he excludes others indiscriminately from using 
it.” ST II-II, q. 66, a. 2, ad. 2. 
 223 Comm. NE, Book V, lecture 2, 910. 
 224 “Legal justice is a definite virtue taking its species from this, that it tends to the common good.” Comm. 
NE, Book V, lecture 2, 912. 
 225 ST I, q. 96, a. 3, ad. 2. 
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but their wills may unite in a shared love of order established by the RPP.226 This shared love of 

order becomes a communicatio in goodness essential for friendship.227 In a society that respects 

the RPP, one citizen’s love of another may increase, not because the other is more useful to the 

one, but because both share and participate in a good of order extending its benefits to both at 

once.228 In fact, friendship within society would be a corruption if it were not first rooted in this 

sharing of goodness.229 

 The RPP, by dividing dominion over society’s goods into the hands of multiple rational 

agents, elevates a society that protects it by extending political and regnative prudence to many. 

The ability of the RPP to extend its good effects even to those who do not directly own property 

is highlighted well by Friedrich Hayek in his classic of political economy, The Road to Serfdom: 

 So long as property is divided among many owners none of them acting 
independently has exclusive power to determine the income and position of a particular 
people - nobody is tied to any one property owner except by the fact that he may offer 
better terms than anybody else. 
 What our generation has forgotten is that the system of private property is the most 
important guaranty of freedom, not only for those who own property, but scarcely less for 
those who do not. It is only because the control of the means of production is divided 
among many people acting independently that nobody has complete power over us, that 
we as individuals can decide what to do with ourselves. If all the means of production were 
vested in a single hand, whether it be nominally that of ‘society’ as a whole or that of a 
dictator, whoever exercises this control has complete power over us.230 

 
 226 “There is no opposition of wills when several people desire different things, but not under the same aspect: 
but there is opposition of wills, when under one and the same aspect, one man wills a thing which another wills not.” 
ST I-II, q. 19, a. 10, ad 3. 
 227 “Well-wishing [does not] suffice for friendship, for a certain mutual love is requisite, since friendship is 
between friend and friend: and this well-wishing is founded on some kind of communication.” ST II-II, q. 23, a. 1, 
corp. 
 228 Regarding love of others as sharers in the common-good, De Koninck writes; “That does not mean that 
others are the reason for the proper lovableness of the common good. On the contrary . . .  the others are lovable 
insofar as they can participate in this good.” Charles De Koninck, The Writings of Charles De Koninck, 75. 
 229 “In the political order, all civic friendship anterior to the common good is a principle of corruption: it is a 
conspiracy against the common good, as one sees in politicians who favor their friends precisely under the pretext of 
civic friendship.” Charles De Koninck, The Writings of Charles De Koninck, 99. 
 230 F. A. Hayek, The Road to Serfdom: Text and Documents, The Definitive Edition. Edited by Bruce 
Caldwell. Vol. II. XIX vols. (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2007), 136. emphasis mine.  
 For an explicitly Catholic perspective (i.e. less libertarian) on this same point, Fulton Sheen explains; “It is 
the position of the Church that wider distribution of private ownership is necessary in order to protect and safeguard 
human liberty. This does not mean that everyone should own private property, but that enough should own to give a 
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By establishing a network of law, justice, trust, cooperation, and mutual support that binds all 

agents, the institution of private property incentivizes virtue in all members of society by creating 

the conditions within which trustworthiness has greater causal power and, most importantly, lack 

of trustworthiness retains its natural consequences. Edward Hadas insists on this point: 

The conventional claim that the economy is based on selfishness is simply nonsensical. 
Crude self-interest is an obstacle to, not a support for, economic success. Trust makes 
possible specialized labor, shared technology, and commerce with strangers. Industrial 
economies rely on blind trust, both in the knowledge of the thousands of experts who 
develop technologies and in the goodwill of the millions of people involved in the long 
chains of production.231 
 

This shared trust among citizens is nothing if not a common good reinforced by the RPP. 

 Far from being an isolating reality only for the few, the RPP extends its goodness to many 

at once and enforces a shared common good. Here, St. Thomas redeems the ancient wisdom of 

Aristotle. By dividing and assigning to particular citizens humanity’s rational dominion over the 

earth’s goods, the RPP serves the political common good, the good of the city as an undivided 

whole. The RPP creates a shared political unity and, through this shared unity, provides a locus 

around which citizens may unite in true friendship. 

 St. Thomas’s redemption of the wisdom of Aristotle leads us to one more architectonic 

insight regarding the history of the property question. We saw in Chapter 1 how the divide between 

Plato and Aristotle over the nature and role of private property in the ideal city evolved into a 

 
tone to society. By this method the Church aspires to introduce democracy into the economic order as it is supposed 
to exist in the political order.” Fulton J. Sheen, Freedom Under God (Washington, DC: Economic Justice Media, 
2013), 35.  
 Or again, Heinrich Rommen states, “In ownership lies the guaranty not only of security of the material 
conditions of existence, but also of the specifically human perfection, greater personal freedom. To state the matter 
negatively, whoever has no property all too easily becomes property, a mere means in the hands of one who possesses 
a superabundance of property.” Heinrich A. Rommen, The Natural Law: A Study in Legal and Social History and 
Philosophy. Translated by Thomas R. Hanley (Idianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund, 1998), 208. 
 231 Edward Hadas, Human Goods, Economic Evils: A Moral Approach to the Dismal Science (Wilmington, 
Delaware: ISI Books, 2007), 163. 
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seismic fault-line that divided all subsequent debates over property’s legitimacy. On the one hand, 

those who advocate for the abolition of private property and the communal sharing of all goods 

are seen as high-minded idealists aiming at a perfect world free of evil, sin, and corruption; and, 

on the other hand, those who advocate for the RPP are seen as practical realists whose idealism 

has been dampened by the realities of evil, selfishness, and scarcity. This study not only shines 

light on the error of this ancient presupposition but, even more, turns it on its head. Communal 

ownership of all goods is not the human ideal; far from it. Rather, it is private property that is the 

human ideal. It is not the RPP that is placed like a bandage over human weakness; rather, it is the 

legal abolition of private property and the forced communization of goods that artificially masks 

with a veneer of equality the inability of fallen, historical man to live up to his primal call to govern 

the earth’s goods in keeping with their universal destination. In contrast to the long standing 

presupposition, this study reveals that it is the promotion of the RPP that is the work of the idealist, 

the optimist, the redeemed soul who sees, through the eyes of grace, his fellow man in light of his 

august, God-given call. In contrast, it is the abolition of property that is the work of those who see 

man as a mere cog in a mechanistic, fatalistic, and godless machine, a material creature striving to 

fulfill his material needs yet whose actions are ordered toward no higher world than his own. As a 

relation to creation based upon reason and law, private property serves as a buttress against fallen 

man’s decline into the barbarity of the irrational animals who know nothing of property and live 

only to consume.232 Private property signifies, not human oppression, but human freedom and 

dignity. Thus, those striving for humanity’s ideal, will likewise strive to protect the RPP.    

  

 
 232 In his classic, A Humane Economy, Wilhelm Röpke emphasizes property’s role in protecting the life of 
civilized man. “For Locke, the individual had an inalienable right to life, liberty, and property; but today, even in the 
‘free world,’ the last-named pillar is badly dilapidated, and few realize that its fall would pull down the pillar of liberty 
as well and that the remaining pillar, the right to the inviolability of life, could not then stand alone.” Wilhelm Röpke, 
A Humane Economy (Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 1998), 18. 
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Conclusion 

 Let us retrace our steps and return to the example of the two fields. When our two fields 

become the private property of two individual owners, they are no longer two isolated fields; the 

two owners are no longer isolated men. Instead the fields and the owners who govern them are 

incorporated within an ordered whole, a good-of-order, that directs their causal agency toward a 

common end. The owners as rational agents are capable of knowing this end and, by knowing it, 

are able to love it, desire its goodness, and desire its good effects not only for themselves alone 

but also for the others with whom they share this common end. One owner is now not only enriched 

when his field yields blessings for himself alone, but also enriched when his field yields blessings 

for the other. Even more, one owner is more blessed the more his field yields blessings for the 

other.233 The owners are not sovereigns on the one hand; nor are they mere consuming animals on 

the other; instead, they are both dignified men who can love and use the fruits of their dominion, 

cooperate toward a shared end, and shake hands in mutual friendship. 

 As indicated in Chapter 1, the Church’s teaching seems, on the surface, to be praising both 

the common and the private at once and that a naïve interpretation of this contrast may relegate her 

social thought to a mere disjunctive reaction. However, instead of balancing contraries, the RPP 

and the UDG are two articulations of one and the same vision of man’s dignity as a rational agent, 

created in the imago dei, and ordered to the common good of the whole universe. The RPP and the 

UDG are connected through an inner logic that sees all God’s effects as imitating His own diffusive 

goodness. Both principles emerge at once in synthesis, since every creature (including man) exists, 

 
 233 Commenting on the impact of Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum, Wojciech Giertych states, “Catholic 
social ethics can never accept the class struggle, which is built upon social jealousy and the myth that equality of 
talents, wealth, education, social status, health, and virtue can at some stage be attained. Justice is not the same as 
equality.” Wojciech Giertych, “Rerum Novarum in the Light of Libertas.” Journal of Markets & Morality 19, no. 2 
(Fall 2016): 409.  
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not for itself alone, but for the ordered goodness of the whole universe, the highest created 

imitation of God’s wisdom. 

 Man is less than God – indeed this cannot be denied – but he is also more than animal. Man 

is a ruled ruler who, in imitation of his Creator, is called to extend the goodness of his rule to many 

things at once. Private property is just such a relation of ruled rule, a relation that places man 

within an order of reason. Without private property, man is likened either to an absolute sovereign, 

ruling by will-power alone, a tyrant desiring his particular good alone, or to a mere consuming 

animal that shares none of its goodness. Without private property, man is a tyrant or a slave, a 

demigod or a brute; more tragic still, he might even see himself as both tyrant and brute at the 

same time. In either case, without private property, man ceases to be man.  
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