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Mapping out a new social-democratic movement  

modelled on the principles of Catholic social teaching 

By Anthony Annett 
(The final part of a three-part adaptation ) 

We are now in a better position to map out the contours of a new social-democratic movement mod-

elled on the principles of Catholic social teaching. But before we do, it would be useful to recall what led 

the post-war social-democratic model to unravel. The French economist  and historian Thomas Piketty 

lists three things: the failure to develop a more just approach to property ownership, the difficulty of sus-

taining progressive taxes on income and wealth, and the failure to address inequality of education within 

neoliberal meritocracy. 

With regard to the first two items on that list, Catholic social teaching offers a compelling path forward. 

For a start, it promotes a vigorous role for the state in guaranteeing the material bases of integral human 

development—including food, housing, health care, education, social protection, decent work, leisure 

and family time, and a safe environment. To fund this, governments have ample scope to raise taxes on 

high-income earners, holders of great wealth, and large corporations—a policy that would reduce ine-

quality and lessen the likelihood of our government being controlled by wealthy interests. Given the cen-

trality of decent work, it makes sense to promote full employment as a goal of policy, and maybe even to 

offer guaranteed public employment to all who wish it at the prevailing minimum wage. Here, a heroic 

push to decarbonize the economy and shift toward renewable energy—possibly under the auspices of a 

Green New Deal—will surely entail enormous employment opportunities. To address the last problem on 

Piketty’s list, it will also be important to invest heavily in both education and vocational training.  

It will also be important to focus on those institutions that go beyond education and redistribution—areas 

where Catholic social teaching offers much guidance. For a start, governments should ensure that unions 

are sufficiently strong to enable collective bargaining for just wages, benefits, and working conditions. 

They should promote democracy in the workplace, through worker representation on governing boards 

and in the internal management of enterprises. They should also promote worker cooperatives and other 

forms of profit sharing. At the same time, governments should implement corporate-governance reforms 

to make sure that businesses are responsible not only to shareholders but also to all other stakeholders. 

An overriding priority must be to solve the climate crisis and other environmental concerns. This is a glob-

al challenge. It will require the decarbonization of our energy system by the middle of this century at the 

latest. Otherwise we will have little hope of preventing global temperatures from rising to more than 1.5 

degrees above pre-industrial levels. That would undermine the very basis of human flourishing. 

Respecting the global commons is a crucial component of an ethical approach to globalization. Yet such 

an approach goes well beyond climate change. An ethical globalization would be based once again on the 

twin principles of solidarity and subsidiarity—solidarity because responsibility to care for the other has a 
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global dimension, and subsidiarity because the appropriate level 

of decision-making is sometimes multilateral. An ethical globaliza-

tion would have numerous dimensions. It would implement envi-

ronmental protections. It would fight pandemics, partly by ensur-

ing the equitable distribution of vaccines. It would curb tax havens 

(as the G-20 is finally trying to do). It would design mechanisms to 

relieve excess sovereign debt. It would finance sustainable devel-

opment in poor countries. And it would regulate trade and capital 

flows in accordance with the common good. 

One final point: I mentioned that a failure of neoliberalism lies in 

its focus on GDP growth as the only standard of well-being. GDP 

certainly has value as a measurement and should not be simply 

discarded. But it needs to do a better job of accounting for distri-

butional factors. One way to do this is to calculate the income 

growth of the rich, the middle class, and the poor—and to use 

these calculations as indices of economic well-being and guide to 

policy. More imaginatively, this could be complemented with 

broader measures of well-being, including happiness studies that 

ask people to evaluate their life satisfaction. Such studies show 

that, along with per-capita GDP and health, people care about 

social support and trust in institutions. In the context of the Unit-

ed States, while per-person income has tripled since 1960, self-

reported levels of happiness have been flat. Social problems have 

multiplied even as purchasing power for a wide range of consum-

er goods has increased. A narrow focus on GDP misses all this, 

whereas a focus on happiness and well-being would better ac-

count for all the various factors that go into integral human devel-

opment. 

This policy roadmap is heavily influenced by the values of Catholic 

social teaching. Yet these prescriptions can be embraced by Cath-

olics and non-Catholics alike. All that is required is an appreciation 

of the fact that the current system is failing and that new values 

are needed. I would argue that circumstances call for a fuller en-

gagement with both the principles of Catholic social teaching and 

the policies inspired by it, which have been rigorously developed 

over the past century. Ordering the global economy along these 

lines would counter the excesses of neoliberalism and redress 

some of the social and ecological damage it has caused. It might 

also help us save our democracy. 

This essay published in Commonweal is based on Anthony An-

nett’s new book, Cathonomics: How Catholic Tradition Can Create 

a More Just Economy (Georgetown University Press). 

A Living Faith 

Constants in the midst of all the change? 

Four things that are essential: 

• The community without which there is no 
Church; our Christian faith is rooted in our humani-
ty: the Word became flesh and dwells among us. 
This is at the heart of our faith. 

• The living Tradition—made life-giving in the 
Spirit and actualized in the Scriptures. The risen 
Lord continues to speak to us through the Sacred 
Scriptures and in the words and witness of those 
who seek him with a pure heart (see Gaudium et 
Spes 1). 

• The Breaking of Bread—the summit and source 
of the very life of the Church and of the faithful 

• Prayer—the lifeblood of the Church’s life, 

where the Father’s closeness and care, and the 

fullness of His will are revealed. 

Homily of Archbishop Dermot Farrell for the Feast of 
Saint Kevin, Mass for the Metropolitan Chapter of Dub-
lin, 3rd June 2021: St Mary’s Pro-Cathedral. 
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