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During his address to the U.S. Congress Pope Francis, the first Jesuit  to hold the Chair 

of Peter, mentioned subsidiarity twice. 

 

Building a future of freedom requires love of the common good and cooperation in a 

spirit of subsidiarity and solidarity.  

 

Building a nation calls us to recognize that we must constantly relate to others, 

rejecting a mindset of hostility in order to adopt one of reciprocal subsidiarity, in a 

constant effort to do our best. 

 

Other than indicating that subsidiarity relates to the problem of governance, Francis 

does not tell us what he means by subsidiarity. 

 

Abraham Lincoln supplies a very useful definition.  

 

In all that the people can individually do as well for themselves, the government 

ought not to interfere. 

 

Subsidiarity, in other words, calls for limited government. 

  

More than 55 years ago fellow Jesuit Joseph Becker provides important detail. The 

principle of subsidiarity rests on the fact that human society is comprised of human 

persons who are possessed of intelligence and free will. Three conclusions flow from this 

basic fact. First, by applying his free will and intelligence in the service of the common 

good he becomes more fully a human person. Second, humans make mistakes and for 

that reasons rulers cannot be entirely trusted. By dispersing decision-making across a 

large number of groups such as states subsidiarity helps limit the mistakes of rulers who 

hold all power in their own hands. Third, subsidiarity prevents an organization from 

growing so large in size or scope that it loses contact with its various parts.  

 

There are five economic processes: production, distribution, exchange, consumption, 

and investment.  As to the first three, all of which are grounded in some type of 

functioning business enterprise, the issue addressed through subsidiarity relates to the 

conditions under which that enterprise should be privately-owned or publicly-owned. 

The key concern is how effectively the enterprise serves its purposes. Private control 

provides for more economic democracy and greater opportunities for the exercise of 
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private economic initiative that in turn reduce the need for federal government 

intervention in economic affairs.  

 

As to the process of consumption, the issue addressed through the principle of 

subsidiarity is what to do for those who are unable to meet their own needs without 

some assistance. The key concern is unmet human material need. 

 

The process of investment is two-dimensional involving both capital goods and services 

and public goods and services. By reinforcing a strong preference for private 

investment, the principle of subsidiarity reduces the need for public investment and 

thereby the scope of government in economic affairs.  

 

From time to time cooperation among private business establishments that otherwise 

compete may be necessary to address problems that cannot be handled by those firms 

operating independently. We refer to cooperation that results in the establishment of a 

separate administrative organization as a supra-firm alliance, whether that cooperation 

involves only private firms or includes the public sector. Such alliances are 

characterized by the setting aside of the principle of competition and the deliberate 

application of the principle of cooperation in a dynamic decision-making process that is 

neither zero-sum nor collusive in nature. Rather it is a positive-sum agreement that 

seeks to achieve gains for all of the parties involved whether they are directly 

represented in the alliance or not. Three examples follow.  

 

Advanced Book Exchange (Abebooks) is the world’s largest online marketplace for 

used, rare, and out-of-print books. The exchange brings together thousands of 

independent booksellers worldwide. Each seller decides which books to list, their general 

condition, price, and other information. Buyers can browse the books through a 

convenient search function. The on-line exchange allows buyers to comparison shop and 

sellers to reach a much wider market.  

The Business Software Alliance was established to combat piracy of software products. 

BSA members include among others Adobe, Apple, Intel, Microsoft, and Symantec. To 

help reduce the unauthorized installation of proprietary software products without a 

license BSA has been preparing an annual report on the extent of piracy and dollar 

losses by country every year since1992. Unrestrained piracy takes away the economic 

gain necessary for private enterprises to survive and thereby destroys the very means by 

which new and better products and services are brought to the marketplace. 

 

United Way brings together local companies and organizations to address the unmet 

needs of local residents. To the extent that United Way is successful in achieving its 

objective, there is less reason for government intervention and because United Way is 

managed locally, less problem of extensive abuse originating with the management.   

 

Three concluding remarks are warranted. First, subsidiarity helps sort out the issue as 

to whether any limits that are to be imposed on competition or cooperation should be 

initiated in the private or the public sector, with private-group intervention preferred to 

public-group intervention.  
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Second, by pushing responsibility and decision-making as close as possible to the 

economic agent, subsidiarity extends the democratic principle beyond the political order.  

 

Third, subsidiarity is at work in the private sector largely due to the common sense of 

persons who may not be able to define subsidiarity but are actively engaged in its 

practice.  

 

Governance is not a “one-and-done” task. Even 225 years after the signing of the 

Constitution, the role of the 50 states still is being hammered out on such questions as 

marriage and the family, medical care, public education, immigration, and worker 

rights.  The democratic process of forging agreement is messy and often contentious. It is 

the price we pay for democratic rule.  

 

In the public sector, the tenth amendment to the Bill of Rights is an expression of 

subsidiarity. 

 

The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it 

to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people. 

 

In that sense, Pope Francis’ words supporting subsidiarity are a reminder of the original 

intent of the Founding Fathers to limit the role of the federal government in order to 

prevent the abuse that comes with too much power in the hands of a few public officials. 
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