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Abstract: Pope Benedict XVI issued the encyclical Caritas in veritate 
(Benedict XVI, 2009) on the heels of the global economic crisis. It pleased 
some readers, dismayed others, but seemed to perplex many more. I neither 
defend nor quarrel with the encyclical. Instead, I hope to remove some 
impediments that social scientists, and especially academic economists, 
might have when they read social encyclicals, including Benedict’s. I make 
three main points. First, the term “social” in this tradition does not take 

union. Second, the Catholic tradition does not take a one-sided view of 
either state redistribution or the logic of private exchange. Third, while 
the tradition speaks of different kinds of justice, it is also quite insistent 
that natural and supernatural loves are the companion of justice. JEL: 
A12, A13, Z13. Key words: Catholic Social Doctrine, Caritas in Veritate, 
common good, social justice, social charity.

I
n this paper I will not attempt to expound Caritas in veritate 

complexity. Instead, I will use the encyclical as an occasion to remove 

Editor’s Note: This paper was presented at a conference sponsored by the 
Lumen Christi Institute (lumenchristi.org), the 2011 Meeting on Economics 
and Catholic Social Thought, March 17-18, 2011, at the University of 
Chicago. Joseph Kaboski’s discussion of the paper follows.
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Second, and somewhat cautiously, I want to examine the distinction 

between a market, an economy, and a society. I say cautiously, because 

although social encyclicals are usually very clear about what is meant by a 

society, they are not always so clear about the terms market and economy. 

Hermeneutical Issues

 You will have noticed that I used the word “doctrine” rather than 

else, it avoids the odium theologicum

to understand.

documents reaching back to the nineteenth century. It is not so easy to 

ten-month period between 1787-1788. Imagine subsequent authors who 

seasoned interpreter will admit that it is not easy to distinguish between 
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indicate that the issue has already been solved? Or, does it suggest that the 

present author is not prepared to tackle the issue head on? 

goes without saying that about these things most people already have their 

Pacem in terris

social means economic activity and the diverse social relations which 

ensue upon it.1

the “third world,” the “social” was restricted to the political and economic 

Populorum progressio

 However well-intentioned, the restricted meaning caused more than a 

come upon encyclical letters. The subject matter, along with the terms 

Rerum novarum

which ensue upon economic activity. On this view, one might

Hittinger
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a just wage, and state law. 

tradition. To be sure, individual economists and social scientists might 

economists, social scientists, and CSD. 

 For more than a century, popes warned that this restricted sense was 

For, it is 

he became pope, Cardinal Ratzinger had registered the complaint that 

that mutes distinctively Catholic insights in history and society.2 

Caritas in veritate in re sociali— 

upon economic activity, but rather: in social matters, love rooted in 

 It is always important to understand what a thinker is looking through and 

what he is looking at

after economic activity, 

within normal economic 

economists, but it should be eschewed. First, because it promises more 

than what can be delivered in either empirical or abstract economics. 
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another impediment to constructive dialogue between CSD and social 

science.

Markets, Economies, Societies

loudest and most insistent.

 According to the Austrian school, a spontaneous or catallactic order is 

more complex order. As Martin Rhonheimer, a Catholic moral and social 

thinker in the liberal tradition, puts it in a recent paper: “In reality, the 

the market which, through the price system, spontaneously coordinates 

accordance with a unitary plan among the competing ends according to 

their thumb on the scale to game the system, every economy has someone’s 

Hittinger
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distinct sectors can be kept in equilibrium, but keeping or restoring an 

equilibrium presupposes that we can sort out the things to be harmonized. 

Karl Polanyi, in The Great Transformation

-

roundings into a wilderness. Inevitably, society took measures to 

-

 For Polanyi, who was writing during the Second World War, the utopian 

produce an equilibrium between markets, economies, and societies. 

 During the same era, Catholic social doctrine also worried that the 

producing an equilibrium in its various sectors. Both the totalitarianism 

precarious the predicate “social.” It was practically inevitable that there 
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social limit on that same project. 

Quadragesimo anno

-

superior society should not displace, or absolutely replace, the common 

does not merely require that extraordinary intervention by the state ought 

to be temporary, but that even temporary interventions may not absorb or 

society.”

social common good, was interpreted in the 

3 The upshot was that social 

price paid is that the social principle was either lost altogether or collapsed 

 This is precisely what Caritas in veritate 

Here is Benedict:

The Church has always held that economic action is not to be re-

is not, and must not become, the place where the strong subdue the 

weak. Society does not have to protect itself from the market, as 

Hittinger
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 ipso facto to entail the death 

ideology can make it so. It must be remembered that the market 

projected onto economic processes, as though immanent dynamisms are 

sphere,” he writes, “is neither ethically neutral, nor inherently inhuman 

4 

market is the economic institution 

 commutative jus-

tice

 distributive justice and 

social justice 5 not only because it belongs 

Without internal forms of 

proper economic function

catallactic market order to CSD. Perhaps the notion is compatible with 

predecessors do not imagine a pure catallactic cosmos, but by the same 

“commanded.” 
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 I read Benedict in this way. Exchange and distribution do not, and 

 In this light, we can interpret Benedict’s assertion that “the exclusively 

haunted Polanyi. 

quite nicely and succinctly: “Solidarity is not something that is exchanged, 

these internal solidarities can be created or recreated by justice without an 

Common Goods and Common Good

complicated distinction. But it is important, because here we see most 

social unities and relations among members can be reduced to nonsocial 

Hittinger
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being aimed at all the way along. The scholastic philosophers called such 

a union a bonum commune

bonum commune is that it cannot, just as such, be distributed or divided 

the matrimonial common good. 

 In divisible things, justice requires that the right things be apportioned to 

the right people. A common good might include

indivisible

state attempts to distribute what can only be shared or participated. This 

 The common good is an analogous notion. The “common” that is 

participated rather than distributed varies considerably, depending upon 

instance, to instantiate a common good that pertains uniquely to the polity, 

and vice versa.

 It is important, too, to distinguish common good, in the way we have 

goods

bona communia, 

with a shared structure through which those ends are attained. To be sure, 

must terminate in my or your kitchen spigot and into this or that glass, to be 

consumed and enjoyed by each one privately. Such utilities have an aspect 

is about divisible things, which is to say goods that can be exchanged or 

distributed. 
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human common good 

do need to be distinguished and mutually ordered.  A bonum commune 

good, each member can say: Mihi sed non propter me—
7

8

parts

partners in the credit union, and members

human persons related as parts and partners exhibit sociability, but it is 

only in their relation as members

than a relation alter apud alteram, a side-by-side intersubjectivity. It is also 

 Precisely when “society” most strenuously demands that certain results 

sub 

specie societatis 9 Wars and economic crises 

“commons.” 

 This is the problem that animates Caritas in veritate. It is not the end 

Endnotes
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term “social” should be limited to “those human relationships which 

-

Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church

twelve chapters.

-

-

and what is worse, an inauthentic one. It is, he avers, a “slogan used 

-

tice, considered as Hayek does, with what Aristotle and Thomas Aqui-

nas meant by “general justice.” General justice, later dubbed social 
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-

-

-

-

-

-

guish as a universitas personarum rather than a universitas rerum. The 

“pooled.”

international order I have discussed in the encyclical Sollicitudo rei 

socialis

communication. He quotes Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana: “Ev-

without being communicated, possessed as it ought to be possessed.” 

Deus caritas est

Quadra-

Hittinger
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gesimo Anno -
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