
 

 

SOCIAL ENCYCLICAL PRIMER 

Pope Francis’ encyclical letter Laudato Si’ was released in June 2015. This encyclical, or teaching 

document, is the latest in a series of social encyclicals written by our popes over the last 125 years, 

as the Church sought to apply its moral principles and social teaching to emerging economic and 

social problems.  

 

Jesus Christ is both divine and human. In his person, he embodies what it is to live a fully human 

life. He is the model of how we are called to live. His teaching has both personal and social 

implications. These social encyclicals shine the light of the Gospel of Christ and the Church’s moral 

teaching on changing social circumstances, to provide guidance and support to Christians as we 

seek to live our faith in the world. In this way, the teaching is both very traditional and ever new.  

 

Here are highlights from some of the encyclicals that are part of the Church’s modern body of 

social teaching:  

 

Rerum Novarum (On the Condition of Labor) 1891, Pope Leo XIII – Essentially the beginning of 

modern Catholic social teaching, truly groundbreaking, and a foundational document for many 

subsequent encyclicals (see below). This encyclical addresses the plight of workers in the wake of 

the Industrial Revolution, touching on issues that include socialism, unbridled capitalism, a living 

wage, workers’ rights, support for unions, and a rejection of class struggle. Pope Leo XIII first 

articulated the principles that underlie the preferential option for the poor. 

 

Quadragesimo Anno (On the Reconstruction of the Social Order) 1931, Pope Pius XI – 

Commemorating the 40th anniversary of Rerum Novarum, this encyclical offers an update on the 

state of labor and industrialization, and strong critiques of communism, unrestrained capitalism, 

class conflict, and inequalities. Pope Pius XI denounces the concentration of wealth and economic 

power, and calls for the reconstruction of the social order based on subsidiarity. 

 

Mater et Magistra (Christianity and Social Progress) 1961, St. John XXIII – Issued 70 years after 

Rerum Novarum, this encyclical looks to the Church as the “Mother and Teacher,” calling the world 

to salvation and better social relationships. It looks at science and technology, noting their power 

to improve the human condition, but also to limit human freedoms, and calling on governments to 

safeguard human rights. St. John XXIII expressed concerns for the growing gap between rich and 

poor nations, for the plight of farmers and rural areas, and for the arms race. The encyclical calls on 

wealthier nations to help poorer ones. 

 

Pacem in Terris (Peace on Earth) 1963, St. John XXIII – Issued only two months before the pope's 

death, this encyclical is the first to be directed to "all men of good will," instead of just to Catholics. In 

a response to the Cold War, the encyclical outlines necessary conditions for lasting world peace, 

looking at respect for human rights and disarmament. St. John XXIII calls for the development of a 

world authority to protect the universal common good, condemns the arms race, and supports 

efforts to build peace. 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/leo_xiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/pius_xi/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_19310515_quadragesimo-anno_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_xxiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_j-xxiii_enc_15051961_mater_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_xxiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_j-xxiii_enc_11041963_pacem_en.html


Populorum Progressio (On the Development of Peoples) 1967, Blessed Paul VI – This encyclical, 

which Pope Benedict XVI's new encyclical commemorates, examines the economy on a global 

level, and addresses the rights of workers to decent work, just wages, decent working conditions, 

and to form and join unions. Blessed Paul VI calls development the new name for peace, criticizes 

unjust economic structures that lead to inequality, and supports new international and social 

relationships. 

 

Laborem Exercens (On Human Work) 1981, St. John Paul II  – Issued to mark the 90th anniversary of 

Rerum Novarum, this encyclical once again emphasizes the dignity of work and the rights of 

workers, and the priority of labor over capital. St. John Paul II also addresses disabled workers, 

emigration, materialism, and the spirituality of work. 

 

Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (On Social Concern) 1987, St. John Paul II – This encyclical honored 

Populorum Progressio on its 20th anniversary, offering solidarity as a central requirement of our 

faith and times. St. John Paul II critiques East-West blocs and other “structures of sin” that 

compromise the progress of poor nations, and calls for solidarity between rich and poor nations. 

 

Centesimus Annus (The Hundredth Year) 1991, St. John Paul II – On the 100th anniversary of Rerum 

Novarum, St. John Paul II reflected on the current state of issues that Leo XIII had addressed in his 

day. It focuses on the moral dimensions of economic life, the advantages and limitations of the 

market, the role of business, and the responsibilities and limitations of government.  

 

Evangelium Vitae (The Gospel of Life) 1995, St. John Paul II – An affirmation of the gift of human life 

and the need to protect it, this encyclical explored many threats to human life, including the evils of 

abortion, euthanasia, and the use of the death penalty. It called the Church to be “a people of life 

and for life.” 

 

Deus Caritas Est (God is Love) 2005, Pope Benedict XVI – Benedict's first encyclical emphasized the 

connections between love of God and love of neighbor. Pope Benedict XVI wrote the Church could 

no more neglect charity than it could Scripture or the sacraments. He located love of the poor at 

the center of Catholic life. 

 

Caritas In Veritate (Charity in Truth) 2009, Pope Benedict XVI – This encyclical followed up on the themes 

of Blessed Paul VI’s Populorum Progressio. It dealt with the ethics of contemporary economics; poverty 

and development; global solidarity; charity, justice, and the common good; rights and duties; and care for 

creation, among other topics. 
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