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The Catholic Tradition and 
Modern Democracy 

Paul E. Sigmund 

This article argues that there has been a movement in Catholic political thought 
from a position of doctrinal neutrality concerning forms of government - provided 
that they promote the common good -to an endorsement of democracy as the 
morally superior form of government. It traces the various theoretical and prac- 
tical elements in the Catholic tradition that have favored or opposed liberal de- 
mocracy, giving particular attention to the ambiguity of medieval theories, the 
centralizing and authoritarian tendencies in the early modern period, and the in- 
tense hostility of the nineteenth-century popes to French and Italian liberalism. 
After 
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that the primary concern of the leadership and spokesmen of the 
church is the protection of the institutional interests of the church 
and that any political order that respects those interests, however 

manifestly unjust, will receive the cooperation, and often the sup- 
port of the church. A third critical response holds that a church that 
is hierarchical and quasi-monarchic in structure is likely to 

promote-and has done so historically-attitudes and practices on 
the part of its adherents that favor authoritarianism in government. 
Finally, there is a fourth position that argues that the basic values 
of Christianity that have been taught by the church are such as to 
lead over time to a recognition of the moral and religious superi- 
ority of democratic government. The following discussion will at- 

tempt to evaluate these positions, and if I can communicate my own 
view at the outset, it will argue that all four have some historical 
basis but that the official teaching of the Catholic church has moved 
from the first to the fourth positions-that is, from indifference 

among forms of government that promote the common good, to 

support for democracy as morally superior and philosophically 
preferable. 

Modern liberal constitutional democracy as we know it involving 
the actual or potential exercise of universal suffrage in periodic con- 
tested elections, the rule of law, and guarantees of individual rights 
only emerged in the late eighteenth century. It was especially as- 
sociated with the American and French revolutions, although the 
earlier English constitutional experience exercised an important 
influence upon it. Forms of direct democracy had developed in 
Athens of the fifth century B.C., in the medieval communes and 
Italian city-states, and in the Swiss cantons, but "modern" democ- 

racy with its representative institutions, constitutional guarantees, 
and independent judiciaries was a relatively late development. In 
its Anglo-American form that development took place under pri- 
marily Protestant auspices, and did not require a response on the 
part of the Catholic church other than the hope for religious tolera- 
tion. (I am aware that there was a short-lived Catholic experiment 
in Maryland, but its general significance was limited.) It was only 
when the democratic wave affected countries that were basically Cath- 
olic that the institutional church was required to make a doctrinal 
response. The nature and circumstances of that response fundamen- 
tally affected the relationship between Catholicism and democracy 
for a century and a half, and provided empirical evidence for those 
who maintain the first three theses listed above. Yet throughout the 
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period of what was an essentially negative or at least neutral atti- 
tude toward modern 
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periods of persecution.1 Thus the government of the early church 
partook of elements of all three 



THE REVIEW OF POLITICS 

aristocratic ("episcopalist") and democratic (the tradition of elec- 
tion of bishops and of the pope) arguments to limit papalist claims.3 

The combination of hierarchical (in Walter Ullmann's terms, 
"descending") and democratic ("ascending") elements in medieval 

political thought is illustrated in the political writings of Thomas 

Aquinas. On the one hand, law is made by "the whole community 
or the person who represents it" (S.T I-II. q. 90. art.3) and the best 
form of government is one in which "all participate in the election 
of those who rule" (S. T I-II. q. 105), but on the other, government 
by a monarch is best because it promotes unity and follows the pat- 
tern of divine monarchical government of the universe (De Regimine 
Principum, chap. 3). The pope leads the church to a higher spiritual 
goal of man, but (at least in one interpretation of Aquinas) can only 
intervene in temporal affairs "with respect to those things in which 
the temporal power is subject to him" (S. T II-II. q. 60 art. 6). Law 
is morally obligatory and reflects the divine purposes in the world, 
but an unjust law that violates natural or divine law is no law at 
all, but an act of violence (S.T. I-II. q. 96. art. 2). All men are equal 
in the sight of God and even slaves have rights, but "there is an order 
to be found among men" according to which even before the Fall 
the more intelligent are to lead the less intelligent (Summa Contra 
Gentiles, 4. 81; and S.T I. q. 92. art. 3-4).4 Authoritarian, constitu- 
tionalist (St. Thomas as "the first Whig"), and democratic conclu- 
sions can be drawn from Aquinas's writings. 

THE PROTESTANT REFORMATION AND THE RISE OF THE MODERN STATE 
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through the people. There were debates as to whether 
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religion he shall believe true by the light of reason; . . . that the 
eternal salvation may at least be hoped for, of all those who are not 
at all in the Church of Christ; . . . that it is no longer necessary 
that the Catholic religion be held as the only religion of the state," 
and (the most famous error) "that the Roman pontiff can and ought 
to, reconcile himself to, and agree with, progress, liberalism, and 
modern civilization." 

(c) Leo XIII (1878-1903). In the next pontificate the papacy ini- 
tiated attempts to find a more positive response to democracy. Leo 

encouraged an effort by French Catholics to come to terms with 
the French Third Republic in the so-called ralliement policy. In Italy, 
however, he did not lift the ban on Catholic participation in Italian 

politics that had been imposed by his predecessor in 1867 following 
the seizure of the Papal States. The famous labor encyclical, Rerum 
Novarum (1891), called attention to the plight of the working classes 
and encouraged the formation of (Catholic) trade unions. Despite 
the pressures of Catholic monarchists, Leo argued in his encyclical, 
On the Christian Constitution of States (Immortale Dei), issued in 1885, 
that "no one of the several forms of government is itself condemned. 
... Neither is it blameworthy in itself in any manner, for the people 
to have a share, greater or less, in the government; for at certain 
times and under certain laws, such participation may not only be 
of benefit to the citizens, but may even be of obligation."6 However, 
in both this encyclical and in Human Liberty (Libertas Humana) is- 
sued in 1888, he reaffirmed Gregory's denunciations of freedom of 

worship, of expression, and of teaching, accusing the liberals of 

making "the state absolute and omnipotent" and of proclaiming "that 
man should live altogether independently of God." Indeed the whole 
liberal project was described as "the sullied product of a revolutionary 
age of man's unbounded urge for innovation." Following this denun- 
ciation, however, Leo qualified it by stating that the church "does 
not forbid public authority to tolerate what is at variance with truth 
and justice, for the sake of avoiding some greater evil or preserving 
some greater good." (This passage gave rise to the distinction by 
Catholic theologians between the "thesis" of Catholicism as the es- 
tablished church, and the "hypothesis" of religious toleration in a 
situation of religious pluralism.) 

Leo was thus demonstrating greater flexibility toward liberal de- 
mocracy but he was still suspicious of what he saw as its anticlerical 
tendencies currently being illustrated in France in the effort of the 
Third Republic to separate church and state in the areas of educa- 
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tion and of public support of the Catholic religion. He also viewed 
as dangerous the development of cooperation with other religions 
such as the Parliament of Religions at the Chicago World's Fair in 
1892 in which Cardinal Gibbons shared the platform with Protes- 
tant dignitaries. Late in the nineties the Vatican discovered a new 

heresy, "Americanism," which was the subject of a letter from the 

pope to Cardinal Gibbons which drew attention to the errors 
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thought of the church, one began to see the beginnings of an at- 

tempt by Catholic leaders in a number of European countries to 
reexamine the question of the relation of Catholicism and democ- 

racy. It is true that the papacy under Pius XI seemed willing to 
enter into agreements with the fascist dictators. Pius XI signed the 
Lateran Treaty with Mussolini in 1929. In 1933 the votes of the Cath- 
olic Center party gave Hitler absolute power through the Enabling 
Act which was followed by the signing of a Concordat between the 
Vatican and the Hitler government. There seemed to be some not- 
accidental resemblances between the quasi-corporatist structures 
of cooperation between labor and business recommended in Pius 
XI's encyclical, Quadragesimo Anno (1931), and the corporatism adopted 
by authoritarian regimes in Portugal, Austria, and Italy in the twen- 
ties and thirties. However by the mid-1930's the totalitarian character 
of the Italian and German regimes had become evident, and in 1937 
Pius XI issued two denunciatory encyclicals, Mit Brennender Sorge 
and Abbiamo Bisogno. However, the important developments were 
not so much in the area of international politics but in that of Cath- 
olic philosophy. 

One of Leo XIII's many accomplishments was to promote the 
revival of the study of St. Thomas Aquinas in Catholic seminaries 
and institutions of higher learning through his encyclical, Aeterni Patris 

(1979). The study of Thomism led American theologians such as 

John A. Ryan in America andJacques Maritain in France to return 
to the sources in St. Thomas, Suarez, and Bellarmine to find the 
doctrine of the popular origin of political authority and to apply 
it to argue that government must be based on the explicit or im- 
plicit consent of the people. They accepted the traditional Catholic 
doctrine that the origin of all authority is from God, but argued 
that the Catholic tradition also provided for its mediation through 
the people. Although Maritain was converted to Catholicism in 1906 
and to Thomism in 1912, he only began to write about politics in 
the late 1920's following the 1926 condemnation by Pius XI of the 
right-wing French movement, Action Francaise, with which Mari- 
tain had been sympathetic. From that time until the 1950's Mari- 
tain wrote many books about the application of Thomist principles 
to democracy. The best known of those books, Integral Humanism 

(originally published in French in 1936), Scholasticism and Politics (New 
York, 1940), The Rights of Man and the Natural Law (New York, 1943), 
and Man and the State (lectures delivered in English at the University 
of Chicago in 1950 and published in the following year) argued that 
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"integral" or "personalist" and "communitarian" democracy was the 
best application of Christian and Thomist political principles and 
that the modern democratic state was the result of the "leavening" 
influence of the Gospels in human history.8 Maritain distinguished 
his religiously based personalism from what he considered to be 
the egoistic individualism of "bourgeois liberalism" and the collec- 
tivism of Marxism, but he argued, on religious and philosophical 
grounds, for a religiously pluralist and socially concerned democratic 
state. In The Rights of Man and the Natural Law, he developed a list 
of basic human rights that anticipated the listing in the United Na- 
tions Universal Declaration of Rights, basing it on a reinterpreta- 
tion of Aquinas's discussions of natural law in the Summa Theologiae 
(I-II. q. 94). Along with others such as Yves Simon (Philosophy of 
Democratic Government [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951]) 
and Heinrich Rommen (The State in Catholic Thought [St. Louis: 
Herder, 1945]) as well as non-Catholic neo-Thomists such as Mor- 
timer Adler of the University of Chicago (Mortimer J. Adler and 
Walter Farrell, O.P., "The Theory of Democracy," The Thomist [July 
1941-Jan. 1944]), Maritain was responsible for a new development 
in Catholic political thought that had been anticipated but never 
articulated in terms of the Catholic tradition by earlier French and 
Italian writers - the argument that democracy was not simply one 
of several forms of government, all of which were acceptable provided 
that they promoted "the common good," but was the one form that 
was most in keeping with the nature of man, and with Christian 
values.9 The traditional concern with justice had been expanded 
to give a religious justification for freedom, and the Christian belief 
in equality before God was now interpreted to include political and 
juridical equality as well. 

CHRISTIAN DEMOCRACY 

Maritain's writings on democracy were directly adopted, read, 
and commented upon by leaders of the Christian Democratic move- 
ment in Europe and Latin America. Indeed, in the latter case my 
own research on the origins of the Christian Democratic party in 
Chile has revealed a direct connection between a visit to Argentina 
by Maritain in the late 1930's and the foundations of the predecessor 
party to the Christian Democrats as a result of the breakaway of 
the youth section of the church-influenced Conservative party. The 
publication in Chile of Maritain's Letter on Independence at the time 

540 
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of his visit to Argentina led to his discovery by the founders of the 
new party. Two of its leaders, Jaime Castillo, (currently Chairman 
of the Chilean Human Rights Commission) and the late Eduardo 
Frei, the future president of Chile (1964-1970), wrote books and 



THE REVIEW OF POLITICS 

nineteenth-century papal condemnations to argue for the heterodoxy 
of Maritain. Yet it was a losing battle for the Latin American con- 
servatives and the Latin American church in the postwar period 
began to undergo a rapid political transformation from the role of 
a principal supporter of the traditional order to that of a defender 
of democracy and human rights. Particularly significant was the 
conduct of the hierarchy in 
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that more recent Catholic writers had cast doubt on the popular 
role. However, he argued that "many Catholic writers of the nine- 
teenth century" had departed from the doctrine of Bellarmine and 
Suarez because of"the superficial resemblance between this doc- 
trine and the theories of popular sovereignty associated with the 
French Revolution and subsequent revolutionary movements," and 
thus had "turned their backs on the traditional teaching" (p. 80). 
Yet even mainstream Catholic writers, Ryan and Boland wrote, held 
that once the people had transferred their authority to the mon- 
arch, it was almost impossible for them to recover it, even when 
there was "profound determination" on the part of the people to es- 
tablish a republican form of government. 

As late as the 1940's, the official Vatican position on politics was 
still that enunciated in Immortale Dei in 1885, and Ryan and Boland 
felt compelled to print extracts from that encyclical and to follow 
it with a somewhat lame defense of Leo XIII's teaching there that 
the state should formally recognize the true religion and limit 
freedom of expression by other religious groups. They argued that 
while "error has not the same rights as truth," "the foregoing propo- 
sitions have application only in the completely Catholic state" 

(pp. 318-19). 246nroups.j
1 0 0 1ve6 326.76 Tm
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eval sources, especially the thirteenth-century theologian, John of 
Paris, that the authentic Catholic tradition does not necessarily imply 
that the Catholic ideal is the establishment of a state church, and 
that indeed the United States was closer to that ideal than was Franco 

Spain. The Vatican, in the person of Cardinal Ottaviani, head of 
the Holy Office, was not sympathetic to Murray's argument (see 
his 31c0 1 221.88 512.88 b155 463nt in New Times, 23 July 1953) and arguments 

were 

extensively in Ecclesiastical 

over 

the nexb155 463nt several years. Murray's writings, however, were widely 
influential both155 463nt in the United States and in Europe, and as a peritus 
at the Second Vatican Council Murray exerted significant influence 
over the preparation of The Declaration on Freedom (1965). 

A combination of in theory and in practice in Eu- 

rope, Latin America, and the United States thus combined to pro- 
duce the setting for a significant modification of the Vatican posi- 
tion on as well as to render moot the earlier liberal 

suspicions in the United States. In the United States the whole issue 
was aired at length155 463nt during the presidential campaign of John 
Kennedy in 1960. His own statements as well as his conduct of the 

presidency seem to have laid to rest permanently the fear that 
Catholics in American politics are likely to threaten American 

The saliency of Catholic opposition to abortion, the one 

major religio-political issue that could have been source difficul- 
ties with155 463nt regard to the imposition of Catholic moral standards upon 
the rest of the country, has been softened by the significant involve- 
ment of conservative Protestants and Jews in the anti-abortion move- 
ment, as well as by public dissent on the part of some Catholic poli- 
ticians (e.g., Geraldine Ferraro and Mario Cuomo) from the 

hierarchy's position favoring a legislative or constitutional prohibition. 
The change in the Vatican position on religious freedom dates 

not from 1965, the date of the Vatican II decree, but from 1963 with155 463nt the 

publication of Pope John XXIII's encyclical, Pacem in 7erris.'1 
The encyclical begins in what appears to be a classically conserva- 
tive fashion with155 463nt a discussion of "order between men." After stating 
that every human being is a person by virtue of which "he has rights 
and duties of his own, flowing directly and simultaneously from 
his very nature," the encyclical then moves immediately into a dis- 
cussion of human rights (followed later by discussion of duties, a 
reversal of the usual order in earlier Catholic statements on the 
subject). 

The third right that is discussed is "the right to worship God ac- 

544 
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cording to one's conscience" and this is described as follows: "Every 
human being has the right to honor God according to the dictates 
of an upright conscience, and therefore to worship God privately 
and publicly." The reference to the right to public worship was the 
first indication of a change in the official position which in places 
like Spain had tolerated non-Catholic worship only in private, a policy 
which as recently as 1953 had been defended by Cardinal Ottaviani. 
Two pages later, the encyclical seems to endorse liberal democracy 
stating that "the dignity of the human person involves the right to 
take an active part in public affairs and to contribute one's part to 
the common good of the citizens" and adding, "The human person 
is also entitled to the juridical protection of his rights." In the next 

section, the encyclical states that "it is impossible to determine, once 
and for all, the most suitable form of government," but it reasserts 
the advantages of participation and alludes to the need for ministers 
of government to hold office only for a limited time, thus appar- 
ently arguing for a system of periodic elections. It was left, how- 

ever, to the Second Vatican Council to commit the church fully to 

democracy, when it stated in Gaudium et Spes that "it is in full accord 
with human nature" that all should "participate freely and actively 
in establishing the constitutional bases of a political community, gov- 
erning the state, determining the scope and purpose of various in- 

stitutions, and choosing leaders." The paragraph had footnotes to 
the 1942 and 1944 Christmas messages of Pope Pius XII and to 
Pacem in Terris, but it clearly marked a much more complete com- 
mitment to democracy than heretofore. 

The council also moved toward a partial decentralization of the 
internal structure of the church in the Dogmatic Constitution on the 
Church (Lumen Gentium) which defined the church as "the people of 
God" (chap. II), and stated that "the order of bishops is the suc- 
cessor to the college of the apostles in teaching authority. . . . To- 

gether with its head, the Roman Pontiff and never without this head 
the episcopal order is the subject of supreme and full power over 
the universal church" (chap. III). There is a footnote reference to 
a report to the First Vatican Council which was never acted upon 
because of the breakup of the meeting due to foreign occupation 
of Rome, but it is very doubtful that the statement quoted above 
would ever have been adopted in 1870-71. The document also in- 
cluded a lengthy discussion of the role of the laity emphasizing their 

duty to sanctify the world and stating that "The thod
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3 See the documents in Brian Tierney, ed., Church and State (1150-1300) (Engle- 
wood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1964). On the Conciliar Movement see Brian 
Tierney, Foundations of Conciliar Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1955). Francis Oakley, The Political Thought of Pierre dAilly (New Haven: Yale Univer- 
sity Press, 1964); and Sigmund, Nicholas of Cusa, chap. 4. 

4 See Walter Ullmann, A History of Medieval Political Thought (New York: Pen- 
guin Books, 1975); and Paul E. Sigmund, ed. and trans., St. Thomas Aquinas, On 
Ethics and Politics (New York: W. W. Norton, 1988). 

5 The encyclicals of Gregory XVI and Pius IX are quoted from the English 
translations collected in Claudia Carlen, ed., The Papal Encyclicals, (1740-1878) 
(Raleigh: McGrath Publishers, 1981). For background reading, the best sources 
are the writings of E. E. Y. Hales, especially Pio Nono (London: Eyre and Spottis- 
wood, 1954); The Catholic Church and the Modern World (Garden City, NY: Hanover 
House, 1958); and H. Daniel-Rops, The Church in an Age of Revolution (New York: 
E. P. Dutton, 1965). Excerpts from The Syllabus of Errors (1864) of Pius IX appear 
in Henry Bettenson, ed., Documents of the Christian Church (New York: Oxford Univer- 
sity Press, 1947). 

6 Leo XIIl's encyclicals are translated in Joseph Husslein, SJ., ed., Social Well- 
springs, vol. 1 (Milwaukee: Bruce Publishers, 1940). 

7 Quoted in A. Vidler, A Century of Social Catholicism (London: SPCK, 1964), 
p. 138. 

8 By 1958 his American experience had led him to extol the most bourgeois 
liberal of all modern states as the best application of Christian principles, see Reflec- 
tions on America (New York: Scribner's, 1958). 

9 On the development of Maritain's political theory see my article "Maritain 
on Politics" in Deal Hudson and Matthew Mancini, eds., Understanding Maritain 
(Atlanta: Mercer University Press, 1987). The best introduction to his political 
thought is Man and the State (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951). See also 
the selections in Joseph W. Evans and Leo R. Ward, eds., The Social and Political 
Philosophy ofJacques Maritain (New York: Scribner's, 1955; paperback ed., Garden 
City, NY: Doubleday Image, 1965). Like Maritain Rommen believes that democ- 
racy is the product of "Christian ideas matured to their full meaning" (State in Catholic 
Thought, p. 485), but he is more willing to take account of the papacy's hostile atti- 
tude toward democracy which he attributes to its concern to defend the Papal States 
and opposition to internal democratization in the church (p. 489). Thinking ap- 
parently of Alexis de Tocqueville and Lord Acton, Rommen also notes that "a great 
many nineteenth-century (Catholic) writers of influence (understand) that freedom 
and democracy must be valued positively, and can be valued so especially well 
from the principles ever present in Catholic thought" (p. 492). 

10 Quoted in Oscar Halecki, Pius XII (London: Weidenfeld, 1954), p. 152. 
l PopeJohn XXIII, Peace on Earth (Pacem in Terris) (Huntington, IN: Our Sunday 

Visitor Press, 1963). All quotations are taken from this translation. 
12 Cf. the 1984 summons to Rome of Frei Leonardo Boff because of statements 

made in his book, Church, Charism, and Power (New York: Crossroad, 1985) regarding 
the "expropriation of the spiritual means of production by the hierarchy." It is 
noteworthy that he was accompanied to Rome by two Brazilian cardinals and (fellow- 
Franciscans). For a discussion of this and related post-conciliar developments, see 
my forthcoming study, Liberation Theology at the Crossroads: Democracy or Revolution? 
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