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Fundamental Aspirations and Currents of Ideas  

22. While scientific and technological progress continues to overturn man's surroundings, his 
patterns of knowledge, work, consumption and relationships, two aspirations persistently make 
themselves felt in these new contexts, and they grow stronger to the extent that he becomes 
better informed and better educated: the aspiration to equality and the aspiration to participation, 
two forms of man's dignity and freedom.  

Advantages and limitations of juridical recognition  

23. Through the statement of the rights of man and the seeking for international agreements for 
the application of these rights, progress has been made towards inscribing these two aspirations 
in deeds and structures (16). Nevertheless various forms of discrimination continually reappear - 
ethnic cultural, religious, political and so on. In fact, human rights are still too often disregarded, 
if not scoffed at, or else they receive only formal recognition. In many cases legislation does not 
keep up with real situations. Legislation is necessary, but it is not sufficient for setting up true 
relationships of justice and equity. In teaching us charity, the Gospel instructs us in the 
preferential respect due to the poor and the special situation they have in society: the more 
fortunate should renounce some of their rights so as to place their goods more generously at the 
service of others. If, beyond legal rules, there is really no deeper feeling of respect for and 
service to others, then even equality before the law can serve as an alibi for flagrant 
discrimination, continued exploitation and actual contempt. Without a renewed education in 
solidarity, an overemphasis of equality can give rise to an individualism in which each one 
claims his own rights without wishing to be answerable for the common good.  

In this field, everyone sees the highly important contribution of the Christian spirit, which 
moreover answers man's yearning to be loved. "Love for man, the prime value of the earthly 
order" ensures the conditions for peace, both social peace and international peace, by affirming 
our universal brotherhood (17).  

The political society  

24. The two aspirations, to equality and to participation, seek to promote a democratic type of 
society. Various models are proposed, some are tried out, none of them gives complete 
satisfaction, and the search goes on between ideological and pragmatic tendencies. The Christian 
has the duty to take part in this search and in the organization and life of political society. As a 
social being, man builds his destiny within a series of particular groupings which demand, as 
their completion and as a necessary condition for their development, a vaster society, one of a 
universal character, the political society. All particular activity must be placed within that wider 
society, and thereby it takes on the dimension of the common good. (18)  



This indicates the importance of education for life in society, in which there are called to mind, 
not only information on each one's rights, but also their necessary correlative: the recognition of 
the duties of each one in regard to others. The sense. and practice of duty are themselves 
conditioned by self-mastery and by the acceptance of responsibility and of the limits placed upon 
the freedom of the individual or of the group.  

25. Political activity - need one remark that we are dealing primarily with an activity, not an 
ideology? - should be the projection of a plan of society which is consistent in its concrete means 
and in its inspiration, and which springs from a complete conception of man's vocation and of its 
differing social expressions. It is not for the State or even for political parties, which would be 
closed unto themselves, to try to impose an ideology by means that would lead to a dictatorship 
over minds, the worst kind of all. It is for cultural and religious groupings, in the freedom of 
acceptance which they presume, to develop in the social body, disinterestedly and in their own 
ways, those ultimate convictions on the nature, origin and end of man and society.  

In this field, it is well to keep in mind the principle proclaimed at the Second Vatican Council: 
"The truth cannot impose itself except by virtue of its own truth, and it makes its entrance into 
the mind at once quietly and with power" (19).  

Ideologies and human liberty  

26. Therefore the Christian who wishes to live his faith in a political activity which he thinks of 
as service cannot without contradicting himself adhere to ideological systems which radically or 
substantially go against his faith and his concept of man. He cannot adhere to the Marxist 
ideology, to its atheistic materialism, to its dialectic of violence and to the way it absorbs 
individual freedom in the collectivity, at the same time denying all transcendence to man and his 
personal and collective history; nor can be adhere to the liberal ideology which believes it exalts 
individual freedom by with drawing it from every limitation, by stimulating it through exclusive 
seeking of interest and power, and by considering social solidarities as more or less automatic 
consequences of individual initiatives, not as an aim and a major criterion of the value of the 
social organization.  

27. Is there need to stress the possible ambiguity of every social ideology? Sometimes it leads 
political or social activity to be simply the application of an abstract, purely theoretical idea; at 
other times it is thought which becomes a mere instrument at the service of activity as a simple 
means of a strategy.  

In both cases is it not man that risks finding himself alienated? The Christian faith is above and is 
sometimes opposed to the ideologies, in that it recognizes God, who is transcendent and the 
Creator, and who, through all the levels of creation, calls on man as endowed with responsibility 
and freedom.  

28. There would also be the danger of giving adherence to an ideology which does not rest on a 
true and organic doctrine, to take refuge in it as a final and sufficient explanation of everything, 
and thus to build a new idol, accepting, at times without being aware of doing so, its totalitarian 
and coercive character. And people imagine they find in it a justification for their activity, even 



violent activity, and an adequate response to a generous desire to serve. The desire remains but it 
allows itself to be consumed by an ideology which, even if it suggests certain paths to man's 
liberation, ends up by making him a slave.  

29. It has been possible today to speak of a retreat of ideologies. In this respect the present time 
may be favorable for an openness to the concrete transcendence of Christianity. It may also be a 
more accentuated sliding towards a new positivism: universalized technology as the dominant 
form of activity, as the overwhelming pattern of existence, even as a language, without the 
question of its meaning being really asked.  

Historical movements  

30. But outside of this positivism which reduces man to a single dimension even if it be an 
important one today and by so doing mutilates him, the Christian encounters in his activity 
concrete historical movements sprung from ideologies and in part distinct from them. Our 
venerated predecessor Pope John XXIII in Pacem in Terris already showed that it is possible to 
make a distinction: "Neither can false philosophical teachings regarding the nature, origin and 
destiny of the universe and of man be identified with historical movements that have economic, 
social. cultural or political ends, not even when these movements have originated from those 
teachings and have drawn and still draw inspiration therefrom. Because the teachings, once they 
are drawn up and defined, remain always the same, while the movements, being concerned with 
historical situations in constant evolution, cannot but be influenced by these latter and cannot 
avoid, therefore, being subject to changes, even of a profound nature. Besides, who can deny that 
those movements, in so far as they conform to the dictates of right reason and are interpreters of 
the lawful aspirations of the human person, contain elements that are positive and deserving of 
approval?" (20).  

Attraction of socialist currents  

31. Some Christians are today attracted by socialist currents and their various developments. 
They try to recognize therein a certain number of aspirations which they carry within themselves 
in the name of their faith. They feel that they are part of that historical current and wish to play a 
part within it. Now this historical current takes on, under the same name, different forms 
according to different continents and cultures, even if it drew its inspiration, and still does in 
many cases, from ideologies incompatible with faith. Careful judgment is called for. Too often 
Christians attracted by socialism tend to idealize it in terms which, apart from anything else, are 
very general: a will for justice, solidarity and equality. They refuse to recognize the limitations of 
the historical socialist movements, which remain conditioned by the ideologies from which they 
originated. Distinctions must be made to guide concrete choices between the various levels of 
expression of socialism: a generous aspiration and a seeking for a more just society, historical 
movements with a political organization and aim, and an ideology which claims to give a 
complete and self-sufficient picture of man. Nevertheless, these distinctions must not lead one to 
consider such levels as completely separate and independent. The concrete link which, according 
to circumstances, exists between them must be clearly marked out. This insight will enable 
Christians to see the degree of commitment possible along these lines, while safeguarding the 



values, especially those of liberty, responsibility and openness to the spiritual, which guarantee 
the integral development of man.  

Historical evolution of Marxism  

32. Other Christians even ask whether an historical development of Marxism might not authorize 
certain concrete rapprochements. They note in fact a certain splintering of Marxism, which until 
now showed itself to be a unitary ideology which explained in atheistic terms the whole of man 
and the world since it did not go outside their development process. Apart from the ideological 
confrontation officially separating the various champions of Marxism-Leninism in their 
individual interpretations of the thought of its founders, and apart from the open opposition 
between the political systems which make use of its name today, some people lay down 
distinctions between Marxism's various levels of expression.  

33. For some, Marxism remains essentially the active practice of class struggle. Experiencing the 
ever present and continually renewed force of the relationships of domination and exploitation 
among men, they reduce Marxism to no more than a struggle - at times with no other purpose - to 
be pursued and even stirred up in permanent fashion. For others, it is first and foremost the 
collective exercise of political and economic power under the direction of a single party, which 
would be the sole expression and guarantee of the welfare of all, and would deprive individuals 
and other groups of any possibility of initiative and choice. At a third level, Marxism' whether in 
power or not, is viewed as a socialist ideology based on historical materialism and the denial of 
everything transcendent. At other times, finally, it presents itself in a more attenuated form, one 
also more attractive to the modern mind: as a scientific activity, as a rigorous method of 
examining social and political reality, and as the rational link, tested by history, between 
theoretical knowledge and the practice of revolutionary transformation. Although this type of 
analysis gives a privileged position to certain aspects of reality to the detriment of the rest, and 
interprets them in the light of its ideology, it nevertheless furnishes some people not only with a 
working tool but also a certitude preliminary to action: the claim to decipher in a scientific 
manner the mainsprings of the evolution of society.  

34. While, through the concrete existing form of Marxism, one can distinguish these various 
aspects and the questions they pose for the reflection and activity of Christians, it would be 
illusory and dangerous to reach a point of forgetting the intimate link which radically binds them 
together, to accept the elements of Marxist analysis without recognizing their relationships with 
ideology, and to enter into the practice of class struggle and its Marxist interpretations, while 
failing to note the kind of totalitarian and violent society to which this process leads.  

The liberal ideology  

35. On another side, we are witnessing a renewal of the liberal ideology. This current asserts 
itself both in the name of economic efficiency, and for the defense of the individual against the 
increasingly overwhelming hold of organizations, and as a reaction against the totalitarian 
tendencies of political powers. Certainly, personal initiative must be maintained and developed. 
But do not Christians who take this path tend to idealize liberalism in their turn, making it a 
proclamation in favor of freedom? They would like a new model, more adapted to present-day 



conditions, while easily forgetting that at the very root of philosophical liberalism is an 
erroneous affirmation of the autonomy of the individual in his activity, his motivation and the 
exercise of his liberty. Hence, the liberal ideology likewise calls for careful discernment on their 
part.  

Christian discernment  

36. In this renewed encounter of the various ideologies, the Christian will draw from the sources 
of his faith and the Church's teaching the necessary principles and suitable criteria to avoid 
permitting himself to be first attracted by and then imprisoned within a system whose limitations 
and totalitarianism may well become evident to him too late, if he does nor perceive them in their 
roots. Going beyond every system, without however failing to commit himself concretely to 
serving his brothers, he will assert, in the very midst of his options, the specific character of the 
Christian contribution for a positive transformation of society (21).  

Rebirth of utopias  

37. Today moreover the weaknesses of the ideologies are better perceived through the concrete 
systems in which they are trying to affirm themselves. Bureaucratic socialism, technocratic 
capitalism and authoritarian democracy are showing how difficult it is to solve the great human 
problem of living together in justice and equality. How in fact could they escape the materialism, 
egoism or constraint which inevitably go with them? This is the source of a protest which is 
springing up more or less everywhere, as a sign of a deep-seated sickness, while at the same time 
we are witnessing the rebirth of what it is agreed to call "utopias". These claim to resolve the 
political problem of modern societies better than the ideologies. It would be dangerous to 
disregard this. The appeal to a utopia is often a convenient excuse for those who wish to escape 
from concrete tasks in order to take refuge in an imaginary world. To live in a hypothetical future 
is a facile alibi for rejecting immediate responsibilities. But it must clearly be recognized that this 
kind of criticism of existing society often provokes the forward-looking imagination both to 
perceive in the present the disregarded possibility hidden within it, and to direct itself towards a 
fresh future; it thus sustains social dynamism by the confidence that it gives to the inventive 
powers of the human mind and heart; and, if it refuses no overture, it can also meet the Christian 
appeal. The Spirit of the Lord, who animates man renewed in Christ, continually breaks down 
the horizons within which his understanding likes to find security and the limits to which his 
activity would willingly restrict itself; ;here dwells within him a power which urges him to go 
beyond every system and every ideology. At the heart of the world there dwells the mystery of 
man discovering himself to be God's son in the course of a historical and psychological process 
in which constraint and freedom as well as the weight of sin and the breath of the Spirit alternate 
and struggle for the upper hand.  

The dynamism of Christian faith here triumphs over the narrow calculations of egoism. 
Animated by the power of the Spirit of Jesus Christ, the Savior of mankind, and upheld by hope, 
the Christian involves himself in the building up of the human city, one that is to be peaceful, 
just and fraternal and acceptable as an offering to God. (22) In fact, "the expectation of a new 
earth must not weaken but rather stimulate our concern for cultivating this one. For here grows 



the body of a new human family, a body which even now is able to give some kind of 
foreshadowing of the new age" (23).  

	
  


