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Private Property and the Common Good:  
Why the Road to Universal Destination Begins with 

Private Ownership 
 
 A conflict lurks at the root of Catholic social doctrine. On the one hand, the Popes have 

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,” they claim, “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 the 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. 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.5 The conflict is hard to 

miss since the Church seems 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 destination, how can the Church insist, in such unwavering terms, on 

the individual’s right to private ownership?  

                                                
 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 “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 (Washington, DC: 
Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2005), 164. 
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 This clash of apparent opposites has tempted many to interpret Catholic teaching regarding 

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

balanced approach, upholds the goodness of both 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 political right, the UDG leaps in with its left-

leaning and altruistic correction. Whenever the UDG errs on the political left, the RPP enters from 

stage-right blowing the trumpet of individual liberty. As a result, this view sees in the tension 

between two extremes a buoyancy upon which the political life of society may ebb and flow as to 

sail clear of two rival evils.6  

 There are two problems with this 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. Rather than a timeless expression of Christian truth 

transposed into the social sphere, it sees Church teaching instead as a time-bound reaction to the 

defects of a changing world; a reaction that, with time, 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 stern papal rhetoric of its time, and contains no theological insight to be 

taken seriously. The second problem with this view is both more pernicious and more hidden. 

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 

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

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

energy is 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 gift of creation.  

 It is the goal of this essay to reveal the error of this interpretation. Although the equal 

promotion of the RPP and the UDG seems contradictory on a superficial level, on a deeper level an 

irrefutable logic connects the two so much so that, whenever society forgets the dignity of one it 

equally forgets the dignity of the other. These principles do not oppose one another but are instead 

both rooted in a unified vision of the gifts of creation and man’s relation to them. Far from 

correcting the evil excesses of the other, both principles, if rightly understood, contain an inner logic 

that not only presupposes the other but, even more, demands the other as its necessary corollary. 

We will argue this in three stages. First, by asking the question “What is property?” we will 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. Second, by asking the 

question “What is a good’s universal destination?” we 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 material creation may be ordered beyond itself to a transcendent common good, metaphysically 

one and undivided, that extends its blessings to all at once.7 Third, we will show how private 

property is, by its very nature, ordered to the common good; that private property is, in fact, not 

private at all but rather diffusive of its goodness to others; and that only a perversion of property may 

contract its goodness by shrinking its blessings to the few. We will conclude that, far from being a 

vestige of the Enlightenment era, 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. 
                                                
 7 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 164. 



 4 

 What is Property?: Private property is not a thing we can see with our eyes or touch with 

our hands. Indeed, we can see and touch a thing owned by another but we cannot sense property 

itself. When we speak of property, then, of what type of thing are we speaking? 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.8 Among the remaining nine accidental categories,9 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 shall we say, then? Is property nothing? Although it may be a notional reality, 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: 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 simply 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 still something real since it truly has observable effects in the world.10 These effects 

are real and, like all effects, they must emerge from certain principles as their causes and grounds for 

being. What may these principles be? 

                                                
 8 Aristotle, Categories in The Basic Works of Aristotle. Edited by Richard McKeon (New York: Random House, 
Inc., 2001), Ch. 5 2a 11-26. 
 9 Quantity, quality, relation, place, time, position, state, action, and affection. Ibid., Ch. 4 1b 25-27. 
 10 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. 
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 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 which, being either said to be of something else or related to something else, are explained 

by reference to that other thing.”11 Relation cannot be explained by one thing alone but only exists 

in the notional space between, and connecting, two realities.12 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.”13 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. Instead, property creates a relation between the wood and the owner that did not exist 

before, a new thing uniting them both.14 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-nature 

since it is incorporated into, or elevated into, a relation with a human person commonly called 

property.  

 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 is that? To answer, let us 

return to Aristotle’s example of wood. A piece of wood may become the property of a man, 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 orientation. 
                                                
 11 Aristotle. Categories in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Ch. 7 6a 36-38. emphasis mine. 
 12 “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. 
 13 Aristotle. Categories in The Basic Works of Aristotle, Ch. 7 8a 23-24.  
 14 “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), Ia Q40, 2 ad 4.   
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Property, 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; 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. 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.15  

 When he defends man’s natural right to own private property, St. Thomas 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.”16 Thus he refers 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.”17  
 

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. First, 

St. Thomas acknowledges that man has no absolute divine dominion over the forms of things – this 

                                                
 15 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. 
 16 ST IIaIIae Q66, 1 co. 
 17 ST IIaIIae Q66, 1 co. emphasis mine. 
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dominion is had only by God as creator. But secondly, he 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 a non-rational creature’s relation to created things. 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 non-rational animals on its lower boundary. 

Simply put, the property relation that man enjoys with the created world is above that of the animals 

but it is 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 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, that is, the concept of 

use. These two concepts 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 over 

all things (Deus habet principale dominium omnium rerum).”18 This principale dominium is completely free of 

use since God, the transcendent creator, has no real relation to creatures,19 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 sheer use mixed with no rule of dominion at all. This pure use can 

be likened to the relation that non-rational 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.20 Neither God nor the non-rational animal can 

                                                
 18 ST IIaIIae Q66, 1 ad 1. 
 19 SCG Book II, Q12, 1-2. 
 20 For the dynamics of the nutritive faculty see Aristotle, De Anima in The Basic Works of Aristotle. Book II, Ch. 4, 
415a14-416b32. 
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properly be said to “own” that upon which they act and with which they relate (God’s is a Creator 

relation and the animal’s is a pure consumer relation). Property, properly speaking, cannot be a 

relation of mere dominion without use, nor a relation of mere use without dominion. The property 

relation must somehow integrate both.21 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 

animality). What mixture of dominion and use, then, would characterize property?  

 Before we answer directly, we must stress that, 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. “The temporal goods which God grants us,” St. Thomas 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.”22 For St. Thomas, 

this distinction is essential for explaining the reality of voluntary transactions,23 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 

                                                
 21 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. 
 22 ST IIaIIae Q32, 5 ad 2. 
 23  While commenting on the Nicomachean Ethics, St. Thomas explains the distinctions of voluntary 
transactions based upon dominion and use. 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. 
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over to another the ownership of his house while reserving to himself the use of it for a time, 
or vice versa, he may grant the use of the house, while retaining the ownership.24 
 

This distinction is, as we will see, crucial for a proper understanding of the nature of property. 

 Let us return to the question of the relation between dominion and use in what is commonly 

called property. 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,”25 

man’s use of creation must be more than mere consumption. Man is more than an 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 can be expanded beyond their material value alone, that is, beyond the 

arithmetic quantity of their material elements. But how, exactly, might human dominion accomplish 

this? How can human dominion expand human use beyond the individual to the many? 

 To answer, let us compare property with another type of relation that man may enjoy with 

creation that blends a different balance of dominion and use. Opposed to property, the relation of 

sovereignty is one in which one man presumes an absolute dominion over a plot of earth. In the 

relation of sovereignty, the will of the sovereign reigns supreme over that earth. True, as a finite 

human creature, the sovereign is bound by finite contingencies of nature, but the use of his plot of 

earth remains solely under the guidance of his will. It is true, we might speak of the sovereign as 

“owning” the land, but only in a distant sense. In such a relation, the sovereign might 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.”26 In this relation, the will of the sovereign both protects 

the relation and governs the rules of the relation. The key is in the concept of the sovereign’s will, 

since the sovereign’s power to use his plot of earth is preserved, not by a higher order of law, but by 

                                                
 24 ST IIaIIae Q78, 1 co. 
 25 ST IIaIIae Q66, 1 ad 1. 
 26 ST IIaIIae Q66, 1 co. 
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his will alone. To illustrate this let us return to the example of the two fields above. If the 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 each another. One sovereign’s will is not that of 

the other; one’s dominion over his land is disconnected from that of the other; the rules governing 

one sovereign’s land are detached from the rules governing that of the other; and, most importantly, 

the goods from one sovereign’s land 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 land from the other, must do so by force, 

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. Property incorporates the 

owner within a larger community of owners that are connected by a shared rule of law. 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.27 To 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 blanket of law that governs their joint RPP. Although the fields be distinct, the two owners 

                                                
 27 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). 
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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.28 One owner’s 

dominion over his land is now connected to that of the other through law, the rules governing one 

now parallel the rules governing another, and, most importantly, the goods from one owner’s land, 

as we will see, have a greater capacity to expand their benefits the other. 

 One might question the significance of these distinctions. What might the difference 

between sovereignty and property reveal to us? The answer becomes clear when we realize that both 

sovereignty and property are instances of relations between man and the earth that blend, in 

different ways, a balance of dominion and use. Our search is precisely for that single combination of 

dominion and use that characterizes property specifically and renders it “sacred and inviolate.” By 

comparing the property relation with the sovereignty relation, 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 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 our vision would be 

incomplete were our first glance not to pass to a second, since, 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 goodness 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 
                                                
 28 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 IIaIIae Q66, 5 ad 1. 
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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 

within a community that shares this reason.29 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,30 since it orders the particular actions of men to a unified 

common action.31 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.32 The owner is indeed a ruler, but he is a ruled ruler,33a ruler 

under law. 

 We are now in a position to see how property might imitate God’s goodness in a way that 

sovereignty does not. Although property imitates less the absolute sovereignty of God as efficient 

creator whose will governs all things, property aids man in imitating the goodness 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 common good. One does not only 

imitate God’s all-powerful goodness through an absolute dominion over a finite creature, but even 

                                                
 29 “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 IaIIae Q90, 1 co. 
 30 “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 IaIIae Q90, 2 co. 
 31 For a study of the relation between common good to the common action, see Yves, Simon R. “Common 
Good and Common Action.” The Review of Politics (Cambridge University Press) 22, no. 2 (April 1960): 202-224. 
 32 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 IIaIIae Q66, 1 ad 2. 
 33 “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 IaIIae Q90, 1 ad 1. 
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more profoundly, one imitates God’s all-powerful goodness by a type of dominion that diffuses 

manifold effects widely to many creatures at once. 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.”34 When man’s natural 

dominium extends its causal goodness to many, it imitates God’s principale dominium, not in an intensive, 

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.35 
 

A creature imitates God more, then, when it extends its causality to more and 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.36 
 

Property, then, may imitate God’s goodness by establishing conditions by which man may extend 

his causal naturale dominium to many. 

 One might object that we have leaped in our logic. After all, property is only a relation; not a 

substantial thing in itself. Property could never be a 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. But as a rational relation between man and creation, property is a condition that 

                                                
 34 NE. Book I, Lecture 2, n. 30. 
 35 NE. Book I, Lecture 2, n. 30. 
 36 SCG Book III, 24, 8 
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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.37 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.   

 What is the Universal Destination of Goods?: “God intended the earth with everything 

contained in it for the use of all human beings and peoples.”38 The Church insists that “the RPP is 

subordinated to the right to common use, to the fact that goods are meant for everyone.”39 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 for respecting the 

principle of the UDG; in the final analysis, therefore, it is not an end but a means.”40 But what 

exactly is the UDG to which the RPP is ordered?  

 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. This division might, in once 

sense, be called “universal” due to the plurality of men using a divided good. But is this what the 

Church has in mind by “universal destination”? In the same place, the Compendium of the Social 

Doctrine of the Church 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.”41 And again: “The UDG is an invitation to 

develop an economic vision inspired by moral values that permit people not to lose sight of the origin or 

                                                
 37 “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. 
 38 Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes (Vatican, December 7, 1965), 69. 
 39 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 177. emphasis mine. 
 40 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 177. “In cases of need 
all things are common property, so that there would seem to be no sin in taking another’s property, for need has made it 
common.” ST IIaIIae Q66, 7 s. c. 
 41 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 177. 
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purpose of these goods, so as to bring about a world of fairness and solidarity.”42 This suggests that the 

Church sees the UDG as far more than a mere dividing 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. The Church confirms the same: “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.”43 The UDG, 

then, is 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. 

 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 do 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 

good” of all creation.44 The extension of His goodness also creates an “intrinsic common good” of 

the universe, that is, a single good of order,45 one in itself, that imitates God by extending its 

goodness to many at once without division or diminution. The “common-ness” of this good of 

order renders it more powerful (and more desirable) than if it were the good of a singular 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.46 
 

Thus, at its deepest level, the UDG must essentially signify, not that material creation be divided and 

distributed to the parts (although it might accidentally mean this), but that the extension of material 

                                                
 42 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 174. emphasis mine. 
 43 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 173. 
 44 See Charles De Koninck, The Writings of Charles De Koninck, 99. 
 45 SCG Book II, 39, 7.  
 46 Charles De Koninck, The Writings of Charles De Koninck, 75. 
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creation’s power to share goodness with others be expanded. Instead of a mandate to divide creation 

into a collection of parts, the UDG is an invitation to amplify the goodness of creation already 

present and intrinsic to each of the parts, an imperative to increase the causal efficacy of the earth’s 

goods. But how can such an expansion 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 power to expand and 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 (or property), human use extends its range 

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.”47 

A truly human dominion may, then, situate the earth’s goods within ordered grades of use and 

magnify the effects of this use. Again, St. Thomas explains how the limiting effects 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.”48 

 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 

                                                
 47 ST IIaIIae Q66, 3 ad 3. 
 48 ST IIaIIae Q66, 7 co. 
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to love them (through knowledge, man brings the quiddities of things into his intellect49), 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 man may more aptly extend the effects of 

his reason into creatures below him, amplify the material effects of that creation, and, like an archer 

directing an arrow to a target, order creation to a higher end than that to which it would otherwise 

attain.50 This is also why St. Thomas teaches that property is not only an abstract relation between 

creation and all mankind as a whole but, more concretely, a relation that ought to extend to each 

man individually. This is so because private ownership clothes the earth’s individual goods, not in 

the abstract reason of the whole lot of men, but the prudence of the single human person who has 

(1) greater knowledge of the parts of creation entrusted to him, (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.51 After all, it is the individual man who exercises political prudence, not the collective; it is the 

individual man who knows and loves the common order of the whole, not the collective. 

 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.52 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.53 Through the truly human dominion of property, man orders creation to the good 

                                                
 49 See ST Ia Q16, 1, co., ST Ia Q82, 3 co., ST IIaIIae Q27, 4 ad 2. 
 50 SCG Book III 24, 4. 
 51 ST IaIIae Q66, 2 co.: St. Thomas gives three practical reasons why individual ownership over communal 
better orders society. 1) Man takes better care of his own. 2) Man more properly orders his own. 3) Man is more at peace 
with his own. 
 52  “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”: 460. 
 53 “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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of all and to God. This fulfills man’s primal call as created in the image of God. Let us close this 

section with the words of Gaudium et Spes: 

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 
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.54 
 

This exemplifies the universal destination of goods. 

 Private Property and the Common Good: From what we have seen, we are well within 

reach of discovering how the RPP is ordered to the common good. 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 the use of their goods and expand it. 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.55 
 

Indeed, although we may call property “private” in one sense when it belongs to an individual and 

not to the community, we cannot call property “private” in the more informal sense of “secret” or 

“undisclosed.” Indeed, property has the exact opposite effect. 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 effects.  

 We can also see that, although St. Thomas is known for emphasizing the practical benefits of 

ownership, the RPP is not only a prudential concession to human circumstances independent form 

man’s need to develop virtues of justice, altruism, and liberality. Far from it! Private property is a 

condition for the practice of justice, altruism, and liberality. From St. Thomas’s corpus as a whole 

                                                
 54 Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, 34.  
 55 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.  
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this point is undeniable. “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.”56 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).”57 As a condition for growing in liberality, he 

explains: “The term ‘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.”58 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.59  

 These instances of justice and charity are possible because man’s relation to the world 

around him is more than use alone. Man has true dominion over the goods of the earth, a 

governance that marks the material world with a human fingerprint. Since man truly governs that 

which he calls “his,” he may extend the effects of his goods beyond the border of strict justice into 

the realm of mercy and charity. St. Thomas explains this point: “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.”60 Because man’s goods are truly “his own,” that is, under his dominion, his use of them takes 

on a moral quality. More than a consuming animal, the owner is a ruler. And more than a ruler alone, 

he is a ruled ruler, arranging his actions within a blanket of order extending beyond himself. Since the 

owner is embedded within a legal network, 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 

                                                
 56 ST IIaIIae Q66, 7 co. 
 57 ST IIaIIae Q32, 8 s.c. 
 58 ST IIaIIae Q117, 2 co. 
 59 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. 
 60 ST IIaIIae Q59, 3 ad 1. 
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actions with a greater moral weight precisely because of the greater diffusion of its effects. 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.61 
 

For St. Thomas, legal justice is always ordered to the common good.62 

 Let us extend our search one step further. The RPP is not only a good due to the particular 

property or properties that an individual man may own. Even more, the RPP as an institution, 

abstracting from all particular properties, is a good even for the man who is not himself an owner. 

The RPP, as an institution, elevates a society that protects it by extending political and regnative 

prudence to many and dividing dominion over society’s goods into the hands of multiple rational 

agents. The ability of the RPP to extend its good effects even to those who do not directly employ it 

is highlighted well by Friedrich Hayek in his classic of political economy, The Road to Serfdom: 

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.63 
 

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 

                                                
 61 Comm. NE Book V, lecture 2, 910. 
 62 “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. 
 63 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. 
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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.64 
 

 The virtues espoused by St. Thomas and the benefits to society described by these thinkers 

are conditioned by the RPP. Far from being an isolating reality only for the few, the PRR extends its 

goodness to many at once and enforces a shared common good. 

 Conclusion: Finally, let us retrace our steps and return to our two fields, but let us bring 

with us what we have discovered. 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 that 

directs their causality 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 other. One owner is now, not only enriched when his field 

yields blessings for him 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.65 The owners are 

not sovereigns; they are not mere consuming animals; they are both men who can use the fruits of 

their dominion, cooperate toward a shared end, and shake hands in mutual friendship. 

 We opened by lamenting how the Church’s teaching seems, on the surface, to be praising 

both the common and the private at once and how a naïve interpretation of this contrast relegates her 

social thought to a mere disjunctive reaction. What we have discovered sheds light on the lie in this 

interpretation. 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 divine image, and ordered to 

                                                
 64 Edward Hadas, Human Goods, Economic Evils: A Moral Approach to the Dismal Science (Wilmington , Delaware: 
ISI Books, 2007), 163. 
 65 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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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, since every creature (including man) exists, 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; 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 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, 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 begin to 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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