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Introduction

Michael Novak

This Reader provides a vigorous introduction to the problems of building and maintaining free societies in the new millennium.

The free society is constructed by three liberties: as system of political liberty from torture and tyranny; of economic liberty from poverty and coercion; and of liberty of spirit—moral, cultural, religious—a liberty of conscience, inquiry, and communication.

To construct any one of these systems takes time, experimentation, and a suitable base in social and individual habits and mores. To build all three systems at once is three times as hard. And to keep all three functioning in tolerable balance and harmony is, again, difficulty squared.

Accordingly, this Reader is organized into three parts, one for each of the three liberties. Throughout, the historical lessons from which these systems took shape are stressed, and so are current difficulties and dilemmas. No one ever promised that human liberty would be easy to gain, only that it is possible—and as necessary to humans as adulthood to adolescents.

This Reader was first assembled in the caldron of the reconstruction of whole societies in Central and Eastern Europe after the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989. Before thirty months had passed, a summer institute for students from that region (together with a smaller number of American students) was up and running, and has been perfecting the Reader ever since. For those so interested, perhaps a few words about that institute will help shed light on the concrete problems this Reader addresses.

The key person in the founding of the summer institute for which this Reader gradually took shape is Rocco Buttiglione, an extraordinary Italian Catholic philosopher, the only living philosopher John Paul II has quoted in one of his own addresses. Before Bishop Karol Wojtyla ever became Pope, Buttiglione had gone to Krakow to study with him and other phenomenologists; and the Pope, after his election, invited Professor Buttiglione to come back to Rome to counsel with him from time to time.

Early in 1991, Pope John Paul II sent Professor Buttiglione on an informal mission to the United States to gather ideas about papal social thought. In May of that year, an encyclical (everyone expected) would be issued on the hundredth anniversary of the launching of papal social thought in Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum (May 1891). The Pope was determined, Professor Buttiglione later confirmed, that Americans should recognize their own social experience in the new encyclical. The encyclical Centesimus Annus did then appear early in May 1991 and many American writers, whether Catholic or not, saw in it an American resonance they had not seen in its predecessors. This resonance rang out not only from the passages on invention, discovery, know-how, human capital, and community, but also from the passages on the rule of law, the separation of powers, the social decadence of the welfare state, the creation of new wealth through enterprise, and the importance of the subjectivity of (that is, the personal responsibility of individuals in) society.

About a month after Centesimus Annus appeared, Professor Buttiglione telephoned me at a hotel in Interlaken, Switzerland, where I was attending a conference, and set up a luncheon meeting the next day. He wanted to introduce me to Josef Seifert, the president of the International Academy of Philosophy in nearby Liechtenstein; in fact, they invited me to come give a lecture to the students there. The three of us spoke of the great grace given us in Centesimus Annus, and of the desirability of forming an international study group for European/American dialogue on the intellectual questions that lie ahead of modern societies. Professor Seifert, author of important books in phenomenology, had considerable experience teaching in America, and Professor Buttiglione had lectured there often and was, besides, an American by second-nature. Both worried about the growing cultural and intellectual gap between the continents, especially among Catholics. To all of us, it seemed as though the generation before ours, following World War II, had enjoyed far closer spiritual bonds than seemed nowadays being formed. We tried to imagine a corrective.

Professor Buttiglione, for instance, had been among the founding fathers of a vastly successful youth movement in Italy, Communione e Liberazione, and had seen that organization veer off in new directions, one wing of it expressing strong anti-American sentiments. Younger philosophers, social thinkers, and theologians seemed to lack knowledge of things American; few read Acton, Tocqueville, or the American founders, Madison, Adams, and Jefferson. The Americans seemed to know too little of Continental experience and traditions. The three of us concurred that it is not good for our nations, or for the universal church, that such fissures are widening.

To make a long story short, we decided that the next year we would develop a month-long program at the International Academy of Philosophy, which Rocco and I would direct, and invite a handful of other scholars, American and European, to join us on the faculty, and to come to know one another as colleagues. We all felt a special responsibility to the young people of Central Europe, cut off from contact with the world ever since September 1, 1939. Therefore, we would invite some twenty students from Eastern and Central Europe (the lands until recently behind the Iron Curtain) to a setting—the Academy grounds in Liechtenstein—already shared by Western students, and in addition recruit about ten American graduate students each year. In this way, we thought, we could raise some additional funds for the Academy through rental fees for a month in which it is not normally in use, bring together American and European leaders of the next generation, and together study the principles of the free society, in its political, economic, and cultural dimensions. Centesimus Annus and the agenda and uncompleted work it set before us would provide an ideal cross-cultural text.

And so we did. It was my responsibility to raise the money and to call upon the assistance of American faculty members, as well as to recruit the first class of ten American students; I would also invite my friend, the splendid Polish Dominican priest, Father Majiec Zieba, O.P., to join the faculty and to use his extensive contacts in Central Europe to recruit the European students. Professors Seifert and Buttiglione and I were able to provide him with contacts of our own in Prague and Bratislava, Budapest, and a few other places. The Bradley and Olin Foundations, joined in some years by some farsighted individuals or smaller foundations such as John Galvin of Motorola, Elizabeth Lurie of the Brady Foundation, Heather Richardson Higgins of the Randolph Foundation, Anthony Sullivan of the Earhart Foundation, Carl Gershman of the National Endowment for Democracy, and Tim Donner of the Donner Foundation, showed constant and steady support. Thus, the summer institute has been able to continue right up to the millennium and beyond.

Between 1992 and 1999, more than 240 students completed the program. With every year that goes by, graduates fill higher and higher positions: a member of Parliament in Italy; editors of magazines in Poland, Ukraine, Italy, and the Czech Republic; heads of organizations in several countries; and, among others, foundation officers, lawyers, professors, administrators, members of the military, priests and ministers, and one cofounder of a publishing house.

Over the years, the faculty have included Rocco Buttiglione, Russell Hittinger, Jaroslaw Kupczak, O.P., Mark Henrie, William Klimon, Michal Semin, Paul Ballantyne, Graham Walker, Derek Cross, Brian Anderson, James Neuchterlein, Rev. Robert Sirico, Robert Royal, and Jody Bottum. Year after year, the regulars have been Maciej Zieba, O.P., Richard John Neuhaus, George Weigel, and myself.

During 1992 and 1993, the institute was held in Liechtenstein, at the invitation of Prince Nicholas. Then Professor Buttiglione brought us a message that Pope John Paul II, who had been well informed about the institute and had sent his greetings to us from its beginnings, suggested that Central Europe—specifically, Poland—might be a needier location. As the 1992 meeting concluded, Derek Cross, who was then the administrator of the institute, traveled to Krakow with Fr. Zieba, and reported back that the Dominican monastery in Krakow, built on the site of one of the oldest Catholic chapels in Poland (dating back to the tenth century) and boasting through St. Hyacinth a lineage going back to the first generation of Dominicans in the thirteenth century, would be an ideal center for us, and would be available each summer when the seminarians left. Such a move would also, of course, help us to cut our costs. Most of all, it would involve all of us in the profound experience of the transition from Communism and the quiet, confident power of the faith that had overthrown Communism. We have been meeting in Krakow every July since 1993.

The learning and sophistication of Polish Catholic faith, and the palpable piety and regular practice of its people, have deeply influenced all of us. The experience of the institute, summer after summer, has become one of intense spiritual and intellectual renewal. The lives of most of us have been changed far more than we ever imagined they would be. Each weekend in the Dominican church the masses are crowded, sometimes to overflowing, and the lines outside the confessional are as long as lines at movie theaters. The stream of devotions and study groups and choral groups at the monastery flows like a river.

The city square of Krakow is full of vitality. In the evenings, our students drink beer and watch many street theater performances. The Cybernet Café has become a favorite hangout. But there are others. We generally take our noon and evening meals together at one or another restaurant with which we have contracted for the session. Breakfasts are at the monastery. Although attendance is optional, we participate in the Eucharist every evening before the dinner hour.

Each Saturday we have a chartered bus to take us on day trips, and on at least one afternoon each week we take shorter bus excursions, often including dinner away. These day trips, longer or shorter, usually include Czestochowa, Auschwitz, rafting on the Dunajec River or an excursion into the Tatra Mountains, a visit down into an underground salt mine and its ancient and contemporary sculptures, and an evening of Renaissance music in a restored manor house in the country. George Weigel has also organized a very popular walking tour of the key sites of the life of Karol Wojtyla in Krakow. Other scheduled walking tours include the Jagiellonian University, Wawel Castle, and the Jewish Quarter.

From year to year, various distinguished Polish intellectuals and civic leaders have offered lectures and discussion periods to the group. A perennial favorite has been Ryszard Legutko, a collection of whose essays one alumnus of the institute—Brian Anderson—has organized for publication in the United States.

The intellectual work of the seminar is divided into one segment for each of the three weeks: the economics, politics, and culture of the free society. Yet these questions require some introduction and some foundational investigations. Thus, during the opening days of the institute, in addition to the daily lectures, we have also scheduled small-group seminars in the late afternoon to discuss the text of Centesimus Annus and at least a few pivotal texts from The Federalist and Democracy in America. One purpose of these small-group sessions is to offer the European students a chance to accustom themselves to speaking in English and to get a taste, at least, of two American classics. (In some years, we have been able to provide them free copies of the entire texts for their personal libraries.) A more important purpose is to give the faculty an early idea of some of the main concerns, strengths, and needs of the students. A third purpose is to help the Americans and the Europeans to bond together intellectually.

The readings for the institute, which have varied slightly from year to year, bring together both European and American writers. Mostly, they represent the work of the faculty, or works the faculty intend to rely upon in their lectures, as a ground for student disagreement and questioning. (It cannot be assumed that the students, coming from such varied backgrounds, have had access to such papers.) The two morning lecture periods are ninety minutes in length, separated by a thirty-minute coffee break, in order to allow ample time for discussion.

The intellectual context of the institute is, on the practical side, the twofold struggle: the struggle of Central and Eastern European peoples to build free societies in the spiritual desert left by forty (or—in the former USSR—seventy) years of Communism, and the struggle of American (and other Western European societies) to develop cultures worthy of the political and economic liberties they have inherited. On the theological side, the context is communio theology, that is, the theology of the love of the Persons of the Trinity that is shared with human beings and that endows in each of them a vocation for liberty, since their Creator wants from them the love and thanksgiving of humans who are not slaves, but free.

The problems of the free society are many. There are cultural and moral problems, problems of political structure and action, and problems of economic structures and actions. Many of these problems are, first of all, conceptual. Many of the insights necessary for building up worthy free societies are counterintuitive; they are learned from experience rather than from logic, from the way things actually work in practice rather than from geometric deduction from principles. In part, this is because of the irrationality sown into human affairs by human sins (which are deeds of darkness, turning away from the light), and in part simply because of the contingencies written into human events, which seldom fall out exactly as planned, and suffer from many unintended consequences of prior actions and many unforeseen (even unforeseeable) hazards strewn across the trajectory of our actions.

In other words, practical intellect is always acting partially, and in large measure, in the dark and is epistemically unmatched to the complexity of concrete reality. It is a “fatal conceit” (Friedrich Hayek) to boast that we can understand the future unfolding of concrete events. There are innumerable slips between the cup and the lip. We can learn from experience, take precautions, build in checks and balances, and devise auxiliary fallbacks. But we cannot pretend to be masters of history. We proceed best by trial and error, and the practical wisdom that comes from being close and prudent students of human experience. This is the approach of The Federalist, for instance, as it is of Aristotelian prudence and Thomistic caritas. It is one of the inner secrets of Catholic social thought, and one key to the Catholic genius of Tocqueville and Acton, Maritain and Pieper.

Thus, from a merely theoretical and logical point of view, it seems that a monarchical or dictatorial society would work best—lines of authority and accountability absolutely clear—but experience shows how many defects monarchies and dictatorships over time are prey to. Similarly, it seems that markets are clumsy and wasteful and that authoritative planning would make for a more efficient and fairer economy, more helpful to the poor; but experience shows the opposite. The insuperable problem of socialism is this, one sufferer under it quipped: Who in a collective will stay up all night with the sick cow? (The private owner of the cow would.) From the time of Aristotle, the case for private property has never been argued from logical deduction, but rather from experience of the abuses of its absence. The case for the market is not argued from logical deduction either, but from experience with its absence upon the incentives of those who are able to serve one another freely. In cities in which markets are free, there are taxis available at four in the morning to take one to the airport—and to compete with one another to do so better than others. In general, where there are incentives, more people freely look to serve others than where there are not. In this counterintuitive way, the unplanned market harnesses centripetal energies of mutual coordination and freely chosen efficiency—that is, puts practical intellect to work—in ways that soar far beyond the powers of rational planners deploying coercive measures.

During the first third of the twentieth century, dictators persuaded many intellectuals and peoples that dictatorship was better for the poor than democracy, which results (they said) in too much yak-yak-yak. For the first three-quarters of the century, socialists persuaded many, many intellectuals, not least among theologians, that “socialization” was the wave of the future and that socialism is better for the poor than capitalism. Then the Iron Curtain fell down, and the light flooded in. Then people saw how desperate, in fact, was the level of life in East Germany as opposed to West Germany, and how mean were the conditions of the poor throughout the Soviet Empire—at about, Gorbachev himself said, not the Third World but the Fourth. China, too, like India before it, faced with the immense practical problem of feeding its growing population, was rudely awakened from its dogmatic slumbers, abandoned socialist methods in economics (but not in politics), and turned to private property, markets, and incentive systems, and then experienced very positive economic results. Experience rather than logical deduction is the best teacher of economic, as of other practical, wisdom.

Yet even when experience leads whole peoples to unprecedented levels of liberty and prosperity in political and economic systems, experience further teaches that humans do not live by political economy alone; their spirits are not satisfied, and their moral habits soon begin to fall into decadence. Free societies are inherently unstable, since any single generation can freely choose to abandon the hard-won principles on which they are built, learned from long ordeals of history. Thus, the more mature democratic and capitalist countries are suffering from a spiritual and moral crisis in the cultural sector that cuts to the heart of the free society. There is an “ecology” to the free society, a moral and cultural ecology, every bit as significant as the ecology of the biosphere, yet much less widely recognized.

In addition, there are many unresolved problems arising from the very nature, structure, and history of modernity. If once (a century or so ago) there seemed to be a question whether the church could survive in a democratic era, there now appears to be a question whether democracy can survive without a healthy and vigorous church—in particular, without Christian and Jewish religious institutions. For are not Judaism and Christianity the source, even the only source, of the world’s current belief in the sanctity and inviolability of personal liberty and dignity? According to Hegel, history is a butcher’s bench, and from a scientific point of view, the viewpoint of Darwinian survival, it is not obvious that the human being will survive longer, or is of any greater intrinsic worth, than the cockroach and some other vile and lowly creatures of proven durability.

The current Reader does not pretend to deal with all, or even most, of the problems of the free society today. But it does, we believe, make available in a multicultural Euro-American environment a coherent and compelling point of view that is much discussed around the world today, and raises for discussion most of the salient issues on which critics of this point of view assail it. If these selections do not do justice to all such critics, neither do they do full justice to the point of view they roughly represent. The covers of a single volume impose unavoidable limits. Within those limits, however, I am certain that this is a meaty, challenging, mind-expanding collection—certain, because it has been so for me—and continues to be so, and because it raises further questions, each time I consult it.

Allow me to express my gratitude to all my colleagues—and to the French authors we all admire but who did not actually take part in the institute except through their essays, Pierre Manent, Alain Besançon, and Philippe Benton—for permission to reprint their contributions. On another page, please note, we also thank in detail the journals and publishers to whose cooperation we are also indebted for permission to reprint works which they first brought to the public.

Washington, D.C.
January 2000


Part I

PRELIMINARIES:
JOHN PAUL II ON LIBERTY


1

Centesimus Annus:
The Architecture of Freedom

George Weigel

“We live, my dear, in a time of transition.” Adam’s legendary comment to Eve on their way out of the Garden of Eden seems particularly apt for the years since the collapse of European Communism. Yet for some, this period has been less a time of mere transition than a time of final settling: a time when the West has achieved the “end of history” by demonstrating beyond doubt the unsurpassable superiority of liberal democratic polities and market economies. On this provocative understanding of our situation, first argued by Francis Fukuyama, all that remains to do is to fine-tune Western political and economic systems in order to solve “technical problems,” assuage “environmental concerns,” and satisfy “sophisticated consumer demands.”1

In central and eastern Europe, however, the collapse of Communism has meant not the “end of history” but rather the return of history to its normal patterns and rhythms. And the victory of the West in the Fifty-Five Years’ War against totalitarianism, welcome as it was, has not seen the inauguration of the kingdom of righteousness, truth, and justice here among us. Indeed, historians of the late twenty-first century may well record that the crisis of Communism was followed in short order by the crisis of liberal democracy or democratic capitalism. Moreover, and to illustrate the venerable axiom that there are many ironies in the fire, the crisis of liberal democracy, if it descends upon us with full fury, will be similar to the crisis of Communism in one crucial respect: it will be an “anthropological” crisis, in which a false idea of the human person and human community leads to tremendous stress, and ultimately to breakdown, within our political and economic systems.

Communism failed for many reasons: it was economically inefficient, technologically backward, culturally stultifying, politically cruel. But above all, it failed because it was a heresy, a congeries of false teachings about the nature of man and human community, about human history and human destiny. Those false teachings provided the ideological rationale for the political and economic institutions that Communist societies created. And the failures of those institutions—in governance, production, distribution, and consumption—were foreshadowed by the errors of Communism as a doctrine. Marxist-Leninist theory, following a Hegelian dialectic, stressed the impact of “internal contradictions” on the rise and fall of pre-socialist societies. In yet another irony, the Marxist-Leninist project itself failed because of the “internal contradictions” of Marxism-Leninism.2

Similarly, the crisis of liberal democratic society that may soon be upon us (if it has not already arrived) has an “anthropological” root in a great debate over the nature of the human person. That debate is publicly focused, in the United States, on the meaning of human freedom. And on this question, a culture war of potentially explosive consequence has broken out.

THE AMERICAN CULTURE WAR

In one corner, we have those who would agree with an assertion made by Professor Rocco Buttiglione, a careful and sympathetic student of the American scene, a distinguished Italian philosopher, and an adviser to Pope John Paul II: “Nothing good can be done without freedom, but freedom is not the highest value in itself. Freedom is given to man in order to make possible the free obedience to truth and the free gift of oneself in love.”3 On this understanding of freedom and its relation to the nature of the human person, democracy is a substantive moral experiment. The procedures of democracy grow out of, and depend upon, the ethos of the democratic society. And if those procedures are to serve human goods, that ethos must reflect the truth about the human person. Thus democracy depends on an ongoing process of moral-cultural revitalization. Democratic self-governance is never finally secured; each generation must face Lincoln’s question as to whether nations conceived in liberty and dedicated to equality before the law can long endure.

In the opposing corner are those who argue that freedom is constituted by the liberty to pursue one’s personal gratifications, self-defined, so long as no one else (or at least no one in which the state asserts a “compelling interest”) gets hurt. This anorexic conception of freedom is not confined to the groves of academe, where tenured radicals celebrate the joys of debonair nihilism; it was succinctly formulated by the U.S. Supreme Court in a joint opinion by Justices Kennedy, O’Connor, and Souter, in June 1992: “At the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human life.”4 On this understanding of things, democracy is merely an ensemble of procedures, largely legal, by which we regulate the pursuit of our personal satisfactions. Democracy has no substantive moral core. No civil society, no community of republican virtue, no public moral conversation sustains democracy; there are only the Rules of the Game. The gratification of the unencumbered, self-constituting, imperial Self is the end toward which the American democratic experiment is ordered.

Those of us who have been writing about an American Kulturkampf (or “culture war”) in recent years have sometimes been accused of exaggeration, even by colleagues sympathetic to our views on specific issues. But with the Kennedy/O’Connor/Souter dictum in Casey v. Planned Parenthood, the culture war was defined with unmistakable clarity, its gravity underscored beyond anything that any sound-bite publicist could have proposed.

For in a decision celebrated by the prestige press, the elite culture, most of the academy, and many religious leaders, the so-called moderate center of the U.S. Supreme Court declared that republican virtue, understood as a broad communal consensus on the moral coordinates of our common life, is no part of the inner constitution, the moral architecture, of “freedom” in America. Why? Because to define such a consensus and to embody it in law would, according to Kennedy, O’Connor, and Souter, be an act of “compulsion” that would deny citizens the “attributes of personhood.”5 And yet there are tens of millions of Americans who, with the Founders and Framers, believe the opposite: who believe that rights and laws ought to be grounded in prior understandings of rights and wrongs (the alternative being governance through sheer coercion); who believe that familial and public responsibility has a higher moral status in a civilized conscience than private satisfaction; who believe that the common good is a nobler horizon against which to conduct one’s life than the narrow infinity described by the pursuit of the self-actualized, self-constituting self.6

These battle lines in the American Kulturkampf are, admittedly, broadly described. And if we are honest with ourselves, we might concede that the trenches in the war run through our own hearts, as well as between ourselves and others. But that there is a culture war in America today, and that the resolution of that war will determine the future of the American democratic experiment, we need not doubt. The power of ideas in history has been decisively demonstrated by the course of events in the twentieth century. How we conceive freedom will have much to do with how we construct and operate the political and economic institutions through which freedom is mediated and publicly expressed. Wise Americans since colonial days have understood that those institutions can so decay that the result is social chaos, and ultimately oppression. Whether that chaos unfolds in our time is the outcome being contested in the American Kulturkampf, and in the crisis of liberal democratic society that seems, ironically, to be following hard on the heels of the collapse of Communism.

JOHN PAUL II ON HUMAN FREEDOM

In May 1991, Pope John Paul II issued a social encyclical that quickly established itself as a landmark event in contemporary religious thought. Issued to honor the centenary of Pope Leo XIII’s pioneering encyclical Rerum Novarum, Centesimus Annus (“The Hundredth Year”) offers both a look back at the res novae, the “new things” that seized the attention of Leo XIII, and a look ahead at what we might call the “new new things,” the new facts of public life at the end of the twentieth century and the turn of the third Christian millennium. Like other papal documents, Centesimus Annus reaffirms the classic themes of Catholic social thought. But John Paul II’s creative extension of the tradition makes Centesimus Annus a singularly bold, and singularly relevant, document—one that reconfigures the boundaries of the Catholic debate over the right ordering of culture, economics, and politics under the conditions of modernity, and one that provides a badly needed framework for the debate over the future of ordered liberty in these United States.

Centesimus Annus is not a matter for Catholics only, for the encyclical addresses itself to “all men and women of good will.” Pope John Paul II understands himself to be making public moral arguments, in which he invites others to engage. Moreover, and as if to prove the point, non-Catholic scholars, religious leaders, and politicians have been showing an increasing interest in modern Catholic social teaching as perhaps the most well-developed and coherent set of Christian reference points for conducting the argument about how Americans should order their lives today. Indeed, John Paul II’s witness to Christian orthodoxy has sometimes been more appreciated outside his church than within it. As a prominent Southern Baptist once put it to a group of Catholic colleagues, “Down where I come from, people are saying, ‘You folks finally got yourself a pope who knows how to pope.’”

For these reasons, Centesimus Annus should be of particular interest to citizens of the United States. As a nation “conceived in liberty,” as the leader of the party of freedom in world politics, and as a country involved in a grave public debate over the very meaning of freedom, the United States might well pay careful attention to what the most influential moral leader in the contemporary world has to say about the many dimensions of freedom, and about the intimate relationship between freedom and truth, particularly the “truth about man” that has been such a prominent theme in the teaching of this pope.

What John Paul II means by “freedom,” of course, is not exactly what America’s cultural elites have had in mind since the fevered “liberations” of the 1960s. And so an argument is upon us: What is this freedom that, in Miami in 1987, the Pope called a “great gift, a great blessing of God”? How is it to be lived by free men and women in free societies that must protect individual liberty while advancing the common good?

Here the Pope’s concerns directly intersect the most basic issues in the American Kulturkampf, and so Centesimus Annus can shed some much needed light on our national debate over rights, responsibilities, and republican virtue.

The Problem of Freedom

Centesimus Annus is a profound meditation on man’s quest for a freedom that will truly satisfy the deepest yearnings of the human heart. In this sense, Centesimus Annus is theology long before it is political science and economics. The encyclical is an exercise in Christian anthropology and, more specifically, a reflection on human nature as it expresses itself in history through political and economic action. John Paul II does not regard the human quest for true freedom as something peripheral to the concerns of the Church. Quite the contrary: the quest for freedom is “built in” to the very nature of man’s way of being in the word, and “built in” by a God whom we are to find and worship, in freedom. Thus a Christian anthropology of freedom necessarily engages questions of the theology of freedom. For history, as Hans Urs von Balthasar reminds us, is “unfolded before us” because of the “art of the world-architect,” who is God.7

Centesimus Annus begins with a review of the teaching of Leo XIII in Rerum Novarum. There, in 1891, the Church began to grapple with the new problem of freedom that had been created by the upheavals of the Industrial Revolution in economics and the French Revolution in politics: “Traditional society was passing away and another was beginning to be formed—one which brought the hope of new freedoms but also the threat of new forms of injustice and servitude.”8 That threat was particularly grave when modernity ignored “the essential bond between human freedom and truth.”9 Leo XIII understood, his successor argues, that a “freedom which refused to be bound to the truth would fall into arbitrariness and end up submitting itself to the vilest of passions, to the point of self-destruction.”10 In the last decade of this bloodiest of centuries, it is difficult to suggest that Leo XIII was unduly pessimistic about certain aspects of the modern quest for freedom.

From Leo XIII on, Catholic social teaching’s answer to the “problem” of freedom has begun with a theologically and philosophically grounded moral reflection on man himself: with an insistence on the dignity and worth of each human being as a creature endowed with intelligence and will and thus made in the “image and likeness” of God (Gen. 1:26). Therefore the beginning of the answer to the rapaciousness of Manchesterian liberalism in economics was to assert, on the basis of man as the imago Dei, “the dignity of the worker . . . [and] the dignity of work.”11 And the beginning of the answer to the massive repression and injustice of the twentieth-century tyrannies was Leo XIII’s insistence on the “necessary limits to the State’s intervention” in human affairs.12 Why are those limits “necessary”? Because “the individual, the family, and society are prior to the State, and . . . the State exists in order to protect their rights and not stifle them.”13

The Catholic human-rights revolution of the late twentieth century thus owes a large debt of gratitude to the last Pope of the nineteenth century. For it was Leo XIII who first pointed toward Christian personalism as the alternative to socialist collectivism (which subsumed human personality into the mass) and to radical individualism (which locked human personality into an auto-constructed prison of solipsism).

Deepening the “Rights” Debate

Since he took office in October 1978, John Paul II has been a vigorous proponent of basic human rights, particularly the fundamental right of religious freedom. This pattern continues in Centesimus Annus, in which the Pope decries the situation in those countries “which covertly, or even openly, deny to citizens of faiths other than that of the majority the full exercise of their civil and religious rights, preventing them from taking part in the cultural process, and restricting both the Church’s right to preach the Gospel and the right of those who hear this preaching to accept it.”14

For that reason, it is all the more striking that the human-rights language is a bit more muted in Centesimus Annus than in John Paul’s earlier encyclicals—and far more muted than it was in Pope John XXIII’s famous 1963 letter, Pacem in Terris. John Paul II has not suddenly become less interested in the problems of human rights. Rather, he seems determined to deepen (and, in some respects, to discipline) the debate over “rights” by linking rights to obligations and to truth.

On this latter point, John Paul argues forcefully that conscience is not some kind of moral free agent, in which an “autonomous self” declares something to be right because it is right “for me.” No, conscience is “bound . . . to the truth.”15 And the truth about man is not to be confused with “an appeal to the appetites and inclinations toward immediate gratification,” an appeal that is “utilitarian” in character and does not reflect “the hierarchy of the true values of human existence.”16

Nor are “rights” simply a matter of our immunities from the coercive power of others, important as such immunities are. Rights exist so that we can fulfill our obligations. Thus, to take an example from one sphere of life, a man should be free economically so that he can enter into more cooperative relationships with others and meet his obligations to work in order to “provide for the needs of his family, his community, his nation, and ultimately all humanity.”17 Ownership, too, has its obligations: “Just as the person fully realizes himself in the free gift of self, so too ownership morally satisfies itself in the creation, at the proper time and in the proper way, of opportunities for work and human growth for all.”18

By harking back to the Christian personalism of Leo XIII, while at the same time thickening, so to speak, the concept of rights in the Catholic tradition, Centesimus Annus provides a powerful example of Christian anthropology at work, probing the mystery of man as it reveals itself in the many dimensions of human community. But this is no abstract philosophical exercise. For, having set the proper framework for thinking about public life, the Pope immediately brings his analysis of the “truth about man” to bear on one of the most stunning events in this century of the unexpected—the Revolution of 1989 in central and eastern Europe.

Revolution of the Spirit

“The fundamental error of socialism,” says John Paul II, “is anthropological in nature”:

Socialism considers the individual person simply as an element, a molecule within the social organism, so that the good of the individual is completely subordinated to the functioning of the socioeconomic mechanism. Socialism likewise maintains that the good of the individual can be realized without reference to his free choice, to the unique and exclusive responsibility he exercises in the face of good or evil. Man is thus reduced to a series of social relationships, and the concept of the person as the . . . subject of moral decision disappears, the very subject whose decisions build the social order.

From this mistaken conception of the person there arise both a distortion of law . . . and an opposition to private property. A person who is deprived of something he can call “his own,” and of the possibility of earning a living through his own initiative, comes to depend on the social machine and on those who control it. This makes it much more difficult for him to recognize his dignity as a person, and hinders progress toward the building up of an authentic human community.19

Western political scientists and international-relations specialists have had a hard time agreeing on the primary cause of the dramatic events that took place in central and eastern Europe in 1989. “Delayed modernization” is one frequently encountered answer: the economic systems of the Communist world could not compete, and the only way to change them was to get rid of the political regimes that had imposed collectivism in the first place. It is, in truth, a deliciously (if depressingly) Marxist “answer” to the utter collapse of Marxism—and a worrisome indication of how deeply quasi-Marxist themes have sunk into the collective unconscious of the new knowledge class.

Pope John Paul II, however, is not persuaded by this materialistic analysis of modern history.

Centesimus Annus would be well worth careful study for its marvelous third chapter alone. For in “The Year 1989,” the Pope offers a succinct, pointed, and compelling analysis of the roots of the Revolution of 1989—an analysis whose implications for Western societies we ignore at our peril. The fundamental problem with Communism (or what the Pope calls “Real Socialism”) was not its economic decrepitude. Rather, Communism failed because it denied “the truth about man.” Communism’s failures were first and foremost failures in the order of ideas. Its faith was misplaced, and so its hope was utopian and its charity non-existent. “The God That Failed” was a false god whose acolytes murdered tens of millions of human beings and led societies and economies into terminal crisis.

Pope John Paul begins his historical analysis of 1989 in 1945, with the Yalta Agreements. “Yalta,” in fact, has loomed very large indeed in the vision of the Polish pontiff. World War II, “which should have re-established freedom and restored the right of nations, ended without having attained these goals”—indeed, it ended with “the spread of Communist totalitarianism over more than half of Europe and over other parts of the world.”20 Yalta, in other words, was more than a diplomatic accommodation; it was a moral catastrophe and a betrayal of the sacrifices of the war, a betrayal rooted in incomprehension of (or indifference to) the nature of Marxist-Leninist totalitarianism. A failure of moral intuition or of will led to a failure of politics.

Thus the first truth about central and eastern Europe was that the “Yalta arrangement” could not be regarded as merely a historical datum: regrettable, perhaps, but nonetheless an unchallengeable fact of life with which one had to deal. Dealing had to be done; not for nothing did Pope John Paul spend his early priesthood in a Polish Church dominated by Cardinal Stefan Wyszyriski of Warsaw, the tenacious prelate who gained Catholicism—and the remnants of Polish civil society—crucial breathing room in the 1950s. But there should be no illusions amidst such negotiations, no false expectations of a gradual “convergence” between East and West.21 The only “dealing” that would contribute to a genuine peace would be based on the conviction that no peace worthy of the name could be built on the foundations of Yalta.

Facing Down Fear

As it began, so it would end. The origins of this bizarre and suffocating empire found their parallels, forty-four years later, in the ways in which the empire fell.

The moral catastrophe of Yalta was attacked at its roots by “the Church’s commitment to defend and promote human rights,” by a confrontation with Stalin’s empire at the level of ethics, history, and culture. Communism, and particularly Communist atheism, the Pope said time and time again, was “an act against man.”22 And the antidote to the false humanism of Marxism-Leninism came from a truly Christian humanism in which men and women once again learned the human dignity that was theirs by birthright.

That understanding had never been completely snuffed out in central and eastern Europe. But there was fear—the pathology that bound the Yalta imperial system together. Breaking the fever of fear was thus the crucial first step in addressing the calamity of Yalta.

First in Poland, then elsewhere, millions of people in the region began to face down their fear during John Paul II’s first, dramatic return to Poland in June 1979. His message during that extraordinary pilgrimage was decidedly “pre-political.” It was a message about ethics, culture, and history devoted to explicating “the truth about man” that Poles knew in their bones—the truth that their regime had denied for two generations. But although it was not a message about “politics” in the narrow sense of the struggle for power, it was high-octane “politics” in the more venerable sense of the term: “Politics” as the ongoing argument about the good person, the good society, and the structure of freedom. And that upper-case Politics led, over time, to the distinctive lower-case politics of the Revolution of 1989, the revolution that reversed Yalta.

John Paul II believes that, among the “many factors involved in the fall of [these] oppressive regimes, some deserve special mention.” The first point at which “the truth about man” intersected with politics was on the question of the rights of workers. The Pope does not hesitate to drive home the full irony of the situation:

It cannot be forgotten that the fundamental crisis of systems claiming to express the rule and indeed the dictatorship of the working class began with the great upheavals which took place in Poland in the name of solidarity. It was the throngs of working people which foreswore the ideology which presumed to speak in their name. On the basis of a hard, lived experience of work and of oppression, it was they who recovered and, in a sense, rediscovered the content and principles of the Church’s social doctrine.23

That reappropriation of “the truth about man” led to another of the distinctive elements of the Revolution of 1989—its non-violence. Tactical considerations surely played a role in the choice of non-violence by those whom
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