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Abstract

The concept of "purgatory” in Catholic theology has had social, political, and especially
economic functions. This article, using a descriptive-analytical method, attempted to show
how purgatory played an active role not only within the framework of the Church's salvation
system, but also in regulating the economic behaviors of believers and the institutional
structures of medieval society. The main question is how the concept of purgatory in Catholic
theology influenced the formation and development of medieval economic institutions and
relations? Several issues were addressed in this regard: first, analyzing the impact of the
doctrine of purgatory on the individual economic behaviors of believers. Second, analyzing
the role of the Church in institutionalizing this doctrine and using it to legitimize its economic
and spiritual power. Third, to examine the view that purgatory was merely a tool for
consolidating the power structure of the church. This research sought to show that teachings
such as purgatory can function in a dual way in the lives of believers: on the one hand, as a
source of hope for liberation and afterlife purification, and on the other hand, as an
institutional tool for managing fear, guiding economic behavior, and reinforcing the authority
of the church.
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Rereading the Concept of ""Purgatory in Catholic Theology
and its Role in Medieval Economics

Extended abstract

This article examines the place of the doctrine of "purgatory" in Catholic theology
and its role in the formation and evolution of medieval economic and social
structures. Purgatory in the Catholic tradition is a temporary stage of suffering and
purification after death that allows believers to be cleansed of venial sins before
entering heaven. This concept was established in the works of the Church Fathers
and important councils such as Lyon I, Florence, and Trent, and became an official
doctrine. Accordingly, the Church was able to create a spiritual-economic system
that influenced individual behavior and social institutions by utilizing this belief.

In the medieval economy, the Church was not only the largest landowner but also
influenced trade and economic relations with its monasteries and moral teachings.
The doctrine of purgatory allowed the Church to create a kind of "salvation
economy" through indulgences, alms, and endowments, where material actions such
as paying money or donating land acquired spiritual value and were interpreted as
reducing the suffering of purgatory. This logic of exchange between this world and
the afterlife shaped people’s economic behavior and led them to actions such as
buying indulgences, making vows, preparing religious wills, and giving to charity.
For the lower classes, alms and vows were an alternative to buying indulgences, and
the Church created funds to collect these donations. Such a situation transformed the
religious anxiety of the faithful into manageable economic actions and directed
financial decisions with the goal of salvation in the afterlife.

At the institutional level, belief in purgatory gave rise to religious brotherhoods,
endowments, charities, and religious hospitals. These institutions developed with the
financial support of the faithful, turning the Church into one of the largest
landowners and economic powers. The Church also relied on the doctrine of
purgatory to strengthen its judicial authority and to present social and economic
transgressions as threats to salvation in the afterlife. This increased the legitimacy of
religious courts and the Inquisition, making the Church the arbiter of both worlds.
Popular culture was also influenced by this doctrine.

Ordinary people knew about purgatory through religious art, rituals, and sermons,
and images of souls in fire and communal prayers were part of their lived
experience. Taking advantage of this popular belief, the Church organized rituals
such as All Souls' Day and communal prayers, which were both a source of
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psychological relief for the survivors and a source of finance for the Church. The
result of the analysis shows that the doctrine of purgatory was not only a theological
concept but also a socio-economic mechanism that allowed the Church to create a
stable spiritual-economic order. This doctrine is a clear example of the influence of
metaphysical concepts on material relations and shows how religion can create a
new logic of exchange in the economy. At the same time, abuses such as the trade in
indulgences gave rise to reformist reactions. However, a distinction must be made
between the institutional exploitation of the Church and the sincere religiosity of the
people.
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