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ABSTRACT 

 

This project investigates the impact the conciliar theory had on the separation and integration of 

powers in political and ecclesiastical thought. Taking a long period approach, the project draws 

parallels between the conciliar movement of the late medieval era and the modern period wherein 

the propositions of the conciliar theory have been influential. Because there is no dogmatic 

conciliar theory, there are three propositions which have remained salient over centuries outlined 

within. They are: 1) a paradigm of power-sharing; 2) a promotion of diversity-in-unity; and 3) an 

opposition to superordinate power. These propositions are found in the wide range of conciliar 

thought which has, at various times, been used to justify radically different ends. Beginning with 

the problem of the relationship between powers spiritual and temporal, it is shown that this 

dilemma was the crucible in which the conciliar theory was forged, developing the basis for its 

essential propositions. The principle of separated powers, championed by virtually all conciliarists, 

was a solution applied both to the sacramental order and institutionally. It was the first problem 

the conciliar theory attempted to solve, but not the last. The separation of powers was not merely 

a concept deployed to maintain distinction between spiritual and temporal powers. It was a way of 

securing independence from superordinate power, reorganizing the sacramental order. This was 

first applied to the papacy in the normative formula that a general council has authority over a 

pope. But it was quickly developed in such a way that conciliarists who argued for a general 

council’s superior authority would apply that logic to political regimes. It was in this development 
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that the conciliar theory proves generative for nationalism, especially when the representative 

system classified by nation was applied at general councils in the fifteenth century. This framework 

for representation through consent in an ecumenical forum was a way at instituting a paradigm of 

power-sharing, promoting diversity-in-unity, and maintaining an opposition to superordinate 

power—first in a pope over a council, then in empires over nations, later in monarchs over subjects, 

and later still in the power of nation-states over the international community. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Reflecting on the upheavals following the Second Vatican Council, the renowned historian Francis 

Oakley found it wise to turn to the lessons of the late medieval Church. He said in 1969, “the 

Church, at large, then, is plunging into revolutionary turmoil, it is torn progressively by an updated 

variety of schism, it is undergoing increasingly an acute crisis of faith. This being so, it seems 

reasonable to predict that the situation will make more and more harsh demands upon all of us—

shaking former loyalties, threatening old friendships, dimming familiar memories.”1 To handle 

this rupture, Oakley suggests there needs to be a return to history in order to make sense of it all. 

Specifically, because of the great turmoil in the wake of the 1960’s revolutionary qualities in both 

society and the Church at large, Oakley turns to an era wherein that level of change was also 

happening—the late medieval Church. Of this he says, “the medieval Church is certainly less 

fashionable and perhaps less readily comprehensible. At a moment when the turn from the closed 

worlds of the [Brennan] Mannings and the [Alisdair] MacIntyres to the infinite universes of the 

[Karl] Rahners and [Rosemary Radford] Ruethers is reaching a point of truly Copernican decision, 

the medieval experience […] is no longer exactly at a premium.”2 But more than just turning to 

the medieval experience in general, or a particular thinker in medieval theology, Oakley believes 

it is important to focus on one of the dynamics which shaped the late medieval past and everything 

thereafter, including the Vatican II moment: the medieval general council, the conciliarist 

movement, and the conciliar theory. Though no longer at a premium, the late medieval experience 

can be rendered sensible, shedding light on the contemporary age.  

 When Pope John XXIII in 1959 announced to a smaller assembly his intention of 

 
1 Francis Oakley, Council over Pope? Towards a Provisional Ecclesiology (New York: Herder & Herder), 19. 
2 Oakley, Council over Pope?, 20. 
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summoning a general council, upon seeking advice was met with silence among the assembled 

cardinals, bishops, and curial attendees. Pope John himself said it was a “devout and impressive 

silence,” which Oakley describes as “the silence of incredulity.” 3  General councils, by the 

twentieth century, were considered exceptional, not normal. After all, in the nearly five centuries 

between the Council of Trent and the Second Vatican Council, there had only been one. The First 

Vatican Council defined the Church and its stance towards modernity and the papacy in the modern 

world—a definition wherein the pope was infallible ex cathedra and the Church was hostile to the 

torrent of errors plaguing the modern world. Before Trent, councils were in fact relatively 

common, appearing on average once a century and during the late medieval era, very frequently. 

Part of the conciliar position was that councils necessarily had to be frequent—defined in the aptly 

named fifteenth century decree Frequens—as a regular feature of church governance.4 Precisely 

for this reason, Oakley sees a value in understanding the relationship between councils and the 

Church in explaining, or at least giving some insight into the world the Church faced in the late 

1960’s. Particularly, it was worth returning to the late medieval era to explain the feature in the 

ideological turmoil that was apparently present at the Second Vatican Council: conciliar-

authority—that the Church is conciliar or has a conciliar dimension within it. When councils were 

frequent, that influence was sensible.  

 In 1964, Jesuit scholar Joseph Gill, then Professor at the Pontifical Oriental Institute at 

Rome, reflecting on the changes at the Second Vatican Council said the “principle of superiority 

of council over pope, forgotten and denied in the intervening centuries [since the Council of 

 
3 Oakley, Council over Pope?, 23.; cf. Francis X. Murphy (Xavier Rynne), “Letters from Vatican City” in The New 

Yorker Magazine (New York: Farrar, Straus, & Company, 1963), 1. 
4 “Frequens,” in Unity, Heresy, and Reform 1378-1460, trans. and ed. C.M.D. Crowder (London: Edward Arnold, 

1977), 128. 
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Constance], is being revived.”5 Gill, a premier historian of the Council of Basel and Ferrara-

Florence, seemed to be pointing to the fact that conciliarism was not dead, it was having a rebirth 

in the twentieth century. People such as Paul de Vooght, Yves Congar, and Hans Küng were 

examples of what Gill called, ‘the conciliarist of today’. But conciliarism was, despite the thinking 

of midcentury medievalist historians and ecclesiologists, not forgotten in the intervening centuries 

between Constance and the Second Vatican Council. Historians following the Second Vatican 

Council through the contemporary moment have discovered that conciliarism was widely known 

and the conciliar theory in general was very influential on many intellectual currents long after its 

supposed demise in the fifteenth century. Conciliarism not only shaped the general framework for 

the separation of Church and State—becoming the political and ecclesiastical issue thereafter—it 

also shaped movements both secular and religious which would inherit that separation as 

normative. Conciliarism is a grand tradition implicating the inheritance of all Rome’s children.  

AN OVERVIEW OF THE GENERAL THESIS 

 

Conciliarity is about the separation and integration of powers and peoples in the Roman social 

imaginary. The “conciliarist of today” has much they can learn from the conciliarist of yesterday. 

A government with a separation of powers has become normative in much of the world. Mixed 

governments are not new, nor is the concept of a government with checks and balances. From 

antiquity onward, there are countless examples wherein there are governments with particularly 

designated branches or divisions responsible for designated tasks. But in the late Middle Ages, 

there is a powerful sense of unity which informs, though does not necessarily structure, the social 

imaginary commonly called Christendom. The various terms used to describe Christian society 

 
5  Joseph Gill, “The Fifth Session of the Council of Constance,” Heythrop Journal V (1964), 131. The actual 

formulation of the superiority of one or the other is not entirely on the side of one or the other. The general consensus 

is that a council with the pope is supreme in authority over the tradition. 
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throughout the Middle Ages, whether as a mystical body, a republic, or an empire, hinged on a 

particular commitment to that sense of imagined unity. The sacramental order, informing various 

polities, the Church, and orders of people, was normatively structured in a way which defined the 

“Two Orders of Life,” spiritual and temporal. Otto von Gierke in his classic study on the political 

theory of the Middle Ages explains that the relationship between these orders of power was the 

question animating competitive visions of society.6 How the two powers, spiritual and temporal, 

related to one another would determine how society functioned and the hierarchy which defined 

it. As that relationship become increasingly competitive, the “Antique-Modern Kernel,” as Gierke 

called it, was a pathway from Christendom to the modern state system.7  

 The relationship between the two orders of life, often called the two swords or Gelasian 

dyarchy, was a balance of power which defined the Roman social imaginary after the Roman 

Empire’s Christianization. There was not just one power in the realm, as Pope Gelasius reminded 

Emperor Anastasius, there were two. The distinction between these powers, though often blurred, 

was never fully united in one person. Throughout the Middle Ages, the competition over a sort of 

 
6 Otto von Gierke, Political Theories of the Middle Ages (Martino Fine Books, 1881; Reprinted in the Public Domain), 

I, 4. The foundational principle of the medieval system begins in one of absolute Unity, namely from God. From this, 

the macrocosm is always reflected through the microcosm which is in itself a “partial whole.” Here rests the foundation 

of what Otto von Gierke sees as the “Doctrine of Human Society,” or, expressed differently, that human society is 

necessarily partial but always a reflection of the divinely organized macrocosm. What follows is that every partial 

whole has, even in its plurality, Unity (God) as its source and end. This means therefore, according to von Gierke, that 

there is Unity in the Church and State as the fundamental pillars of human society and that they are all oriented, 

ultimately, toward that source and end of Unity (God). 
7 von Gierke, Political Theories of the Middle Ages, I, 4.; cf. Ernst Troeltsch, The Social Teaching of the Christian 

Churches, Vol. I. (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, [1912] 2009).; J. A. W. Bennett, “Carlyle and the 

Medieval Past,” Reading Medieval Studies IV (1978): 3-18; Mary Eleanor Eakins, “The Medievalism of Carlyle,” 

Dissertation (State University of Iowa, 1914). A historicist, breathing a particular meaning into and reading a particular 

meaning out of history and in fact interpreting history through a modern lens, Otto von Gierke saw the medieval 

worldview as essentially one which constantly wrestled with the old and the new. This is something which could only 

be understood in retrospect and of course negates the medieval period as one unto itself alone. As a legal historian, 

von Gierke saw the “medieval system” as a shell—something always at a stage of dissolution and reconstruction with 

respect to the “Romano-Canonical” political theory. His understanding of the normative construct of the “medieval 

system” is particularly interesting—because after analyzing hundreds of the most influential medieval thinkers he 

deduced the basic logic of the antique facet of the antique-modern kernel which ends, importantly, in the foundations 

of the modern state system. 



5 

 

united executive authority, or what Walter Ullmann called “the monarchical principle,” was an 

institutional struggle attempting to claim authority over Christendom but never actually having it.8 

Diarmaid MacCulloch defined Christendom, should one say it ever existed, as the unity of the 

Christian religion and the secular authorities.9 While that definition held in the social imaginations 

of many believers, the reality within institutions was almost always in tension. This particular 

problem became especially apparent in the late medieval era wherein separationism—the 

distinction between and separation of the powers—was used as a political argument against the 

papacy imagined to be much more powerful than it actually was. The papacy’s model held to the 

structure that the spiritual power was explicitly above the temporal and therefore the institutional 

papacy had hierocratic authority and jurisdiction over the temporal.  

 Separationism, though not initially about council-authority, would become the conciliarist 

call to arms against the hierocratic model. Conciliar arguments would start with the position that 

the powers, however understood in the sacramental order, were distinct when applied 

institutionally. That meant, especially given the possibility of capture or corruption, a monarchical 

center such as the papacy required a check against it. The best check, in order to uphold tradition, 

was the authority of a general council. A council of this sort was imagined to be the decision-

making mechanism which not only safeguarded the Church, but all institutions within the 

sacramental order. Conciliarists, from John of Paris onwards, applied their arguments not only 

against the superordinate monarchy of the pope, but to the empire as well. This style of 

argumentation takes on a life beyond the tendentious proposition that conciliarism equals “Council 

 
8 Walter Ullmann, “Leo I and the Theme of Papal Primacy,” in The Journal of Theological Studies 11 (New Series) 

(1960), 25-51; 34. 
9 Diarmaid MacCulloch, A History of Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years (London: Penguin Books, 2009), 

503; 915.; cf. J. Bately (ed.) The Old English Orosius (Early English Text Society, supplementary ser., 6, 1980), 27, 

l. 15. MacCulloch’s precise language is Christendom is a “union between Christianity and secular powers” (915). 
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over Pope.” Michael Breidenbach summarizes early modern conciliarist package of beliefs as “a 

representative form of government based on the consent of those represented rather than absolute 

monarchy.”10 Conciliarism is instead a tradition much grander, becoming a general sense that 

power is to be shared and only rightly shared when through representation and consent.  

 Conciliarism is a larger phenomenon than the medieval episodes which defined it.11 And, 

to the greater point of this project, conciliarity is important over time and still is today. Beyond its 

relationship to the balance of power, the central thesis operative within the project is: Conciliarity 

was instrumental in driving the separation of powers, resulting in the development of nationalism 

and later in the integration of powers, resulting in the development of globalism. At various times, 

centuries apart, the conciliar theory appears and reappears to challenge superordinate power 

centers, each time augmented by the problems of a specific context. From the application of the 

nationes system at the fifteenth century Council of Constance to the construction of the twentieth 

century European Community, there is an observable logic. The conciliar theory first advances the 

separation of powers, so as to challenge the real or imagined threat of a superordinate power center. 

 
10 Michael Breidenbach, Our Dear-Bought Liberty: Catholics and Religious Toleration in Early America (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2021), 123. 
11 Conciliarity is arguably an older tradition even than we are treating it, being the generic organizing pattern for 

ecclesiastical governance since the early church. The way in which it is treated in this project is that the conciliar 

theory, a late medieval retrieval of the original pentarchic and conciliar model of ecclesiastical governance, is a counter 

framework to papal monarchism and is later applied to other political and ecclesiastical disputes. One may reasonably 

suggest, and it is agreeable to the arguments set forth in this project, that conciliarity is the first position and papal 

monarchism is rather a counter framework to conciliarity, perhaps even consciously so. Briefly, we discuss where 

some of the first movements occur wherein papal monarchy or authority of the bishop of Rome is asserted against the 

decisions made at a general council (Ch. 1). But this is not the primary content of the project and would be worth 

returning to in order to give greater weight to the counter framework to the conciliar theory, suggesting that it may 

indeed be even larger and longer than we describe in this treatment. One particularly interesting conciliarist, Barlaam 

of Calabria, was cut from the final draft of this project and may shed light on this historical tension. In his writings, 

though generally not considered a conciliarist of the sort often ascribed to the conciliar movement or controversy, he 

suggests the papacy, in order to attain its desire for ecumenical union with East Rome, needs to return to the pentarchic 

model. This is not just a suggestion, but a prescription in his mind—a necessary condition for ecumenical union to be 

achieved at all. His argument is that while the bishop of Rome can claim unique privileges in the sense that it is first 

among equals, it cannot assert any sense of supremacy over primacy and must retain conciliar dimensions for decision-

making. Today, Barlaam is widely known only for his role in his public disputes with Gregory Palamas, but he may 

well be a useful source for further expanding the understanding of ‘conciliarity’ with respect to its explicitly 

ecclesiastical dimensions. That content was cut because this project focuses much more on political dimensions. 



7 

 

Then, it integrates peoples and institutions under a new framework rooted in the sharing of power. 

That logic was important to the medieval conciliarists just as it was for early modern 

parliamentarians and liberals, amongst many others.   

 The pattern observed throughout is that conciliar ideas are used to justify three propositions 

in virtually every episode: 1) a framework for power-sharing; 2) a promotion of diversity-in-unity 

over privileging diversity or unity; and 3) an opposition to superordinate power centers. For 

premodern nationalists, God’s preference towards temporal diversity-in-unity demanded the 

separation of power applied institutionally, opposing any claims of superordinate powers. For 

twentieth century globalists, conciliar content translated into upholding democracy, defending 

pluralism, and opposing empire.12 The argument made in this project with respect to nationalism 

and globalism is that conciliarity was generative, though not exclusively so, for both. The conciliar 

theory, first separating the powers, would generate and develop arguments for sovereignty against 

superordinate monarchies. The conciliar inheritance, facilitating the integration of powers, would 

later generate and develop arguments for organizing supranational institutions against 

superordinate nation-states. These three core components to the conciliar theory would underpin 

the transition from the late medieval era through the contemporary period, developing both 

nationalism and globalism in different periods, impacting both political and ecclesiastical thought.  

THE DISCOURSE AND METHOD 

 

This interdisciplinary project is at the intersection of two discourses relating explicitly to 

theological and religious studies: 1) intellectual history; and 2) nationalism studies. Because of the 

particular attention placed on the Church, and specifically the Roman Catholic Church over 

 
12 Or Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism: Visions of World Order in Britain and the United States, 1939–1950 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017).  
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centuries, this project is a political and ecclesiastical intellectual history in the long period 

approach, popularized by Fernand Braudel’s concept of the longue durée. To avoid the problem 

of reification, allowing for great change over time, the method involves serial contextualization 

which approaches a subject diachronically or in a genetic approach.13  This method does not 

artificially punctuate nor make a deceptive claim on continuity, but as David Armitage said, 

situates “episodes of contestation over meaning [to form] the stepping stones in a narrative 

constructed over a span of time extending over decades, if not centuries.”14  

 Francis Oakley believes particularly with the study of conciliarism there is something 

which can be discerned not only over decades, but indeed over centuries.15 He, along with others 

such as Brian Tierney and contemporaries such as Michael Breidenbach, has gone to great lengths 

tracking the influence of conciliarists on voluntarism, constitutionalism, and legal thought. Here, 

conciliarism is limited to focus on the separation of powers, the development of nationalism, and 

its impact on the emergence of globalism. To Oakley, there is validity to the idea that “the conciliar 

movement and conciliar ideas,” of the fifteenth century “later exerted a demonstrable and 

important influence on the shaping of early modern political and constitutional thinking.”16 This 

 
13 Roger Haight, Christian Community in History: Vol I: Historical Ecclesiology (New York: Continuum Press, 2004). 

This method of historical ecclesiology is different from ‘Church history’ in the sense it is semi-narrative and moves 

from event-to-event quickly, often only touching the ‘surface’ of history itself to emphasize a point or theme. There 

is, naturally, much more to be said about every single aspect discussed with respect to any given historical episode. 

Thus, this is not history in the sense of Church history, normally much more limited; it is utilizing history for the sake 

of understanding ecclesiology and political thought related to thematic content. 
14 David Armitage, “What’s the Big Idea? Intellectual History and the Longue Durée,” History of European Ideas 38, 

No. 4 (December 2012), 499. 
15 There has been an almost century-long debate on the influence of conciliarism over time and the validity of the 

assertion. On this, see: Francis Oakley, “Anxieties of Influence”: Skinner, Figgis, Conciliarism and Early Modern 

Constitutionalism,” Past & Present 151 (May 1996): 60-110.; cf. Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern 

Political Thought, Vol 2., 119; Quentin Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1998). Francis Oakley, reflecting on the criticism Quentin Skinner’s “Cambridge School” had on the influence-model 

as a historical method, defended the long-standing assertion that the conciliarists have been, in fact, very influential 

over an unusually long period of time. It was not that Skinner believed influence did not exist and therefore historians 

should not appeal to influence; it was, rather, that influence itself was virtually unprovable and the historian engaged 

in the method, then, was cherry-picking. That is why we approach the subject with the notion developed by 

contemporary historians synthesizing Braudel’s longue durée methodology with the framework of intellectual history.  
16 Francis Oakley, “Anxieties of Influence,” 61-62. 
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is a position shared within this project and, with the further work of others long since Oakley’s 

foundational studies, can stretch even further in time—all the way to the present day. As Harald 

Laski suggested, there is a “direct road” from the Council of Constance to the Glorious Revolution 

of 1688.17 But it seems apparent that, direct or not, there is an influence which can be modeled 

from that period up until Pope Francis and the current Synod on Synodality.  

 Because a central position in this project regards the phenomenon of nationalism, a tension 

within nationalism studies which bears significance on the project must be noted. Commonly, there 

is an understood division within nationalism studies separating two schools of thought: modernist-

constructivists and primordialists. 18  Primordialists argue, with varying starting points, that 

nationalism is a perennial political project which organizes human societies by nations largely 

resisting imperial domination. Examples they use most often are Greeks resisting Persians or 

Israelites resisting a multitude of historical empires. Modernist-constructivists, by far more 

influential and normative in their framing, have dated the emergence of nationalism to the modern 

period generally and the early modern period at the earliest.19 Though we do not wade into this 

 
17  Francis Oakley, “On the Road from Constance to 1688: The Political Thought of John Major and George 

Buchanan,” Journal of British Studies 1, No. 2 (May 1962): 1-31. The quote from Laski is on the first page. Oakley 

takes the same position as Laski, however Skinner is more skeptical and thinks the line is better situated from 

Constance to the English Civil War. 
18 For a primer on the variety of theories on nationalism, see: Nationalism, edited by John Hutchinson and Anthony 

D. Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994).; cf. Aviel Roshwald, The Endurance of Nationalism: Ancient Roots 

and Modern Dilemmas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). Anthony Smith’s primer, along with most 

of his work, does an outstanding job of presenting the contours of the various disputes in the field. The two main 

theories, modernist-constructivism and primordialism, are not by any stretch the only two and often those classified 

as one or the other—for example Smith, sometimes classified as a primordialist—are often some alternative sub-

school (in his case, ethnosymbolism). Primordialism, it should be stated, in some ways predates the field as a whole 

and encapsulates similar trends to those proto and early nationalists such as Johann Gottlieb Fichte and Johann 

Gottfried Herder. They are most generally better classified as ethnosymbolists in the sense we think of them today—

emphasizing a sort of essential barely-constructed characteristic of a ‘nation’ through language, ritual, customs, and 

other aspects—but do not think of nationalism as necessarily modern or necessarily related to the nation-state.  
19 Caspar Hirschi, The Origins of Nationalism: An Alternative Theory from Ancient Rome to Early Modern Germany, 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 4. The key thinkers in this school of thought are Benedict Anderson, 

Eric Hobsbawm, Ernest Gellner, and others who have popularized concepts such as the “imagined community” and 

the “invention of tradition.” Within this school of thought there is much diversity in their approaches but there is a 

discernible master narrative according to Caspar Hirschi. It is rooted in two propositions: 1) the modernist turn, which 

argues that nations are an exclusively modern phenomenon; and 2) the constructivist turn, which argues that nations 
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debate directly, positioning ‘nationalism’ in the late medieval era at least theoretically puts as at 

odds with modernist-constructivists to some degree. In the last few decades, medievalists have 

pushed back on the novelty modernist-constructivists asserted and believe, to varying degrees, that 

there are least prototypical characteristics of nationalism present in the late Middle Ages.20  

 In this project, it is proposed that many of the conditions for nationalism to develop and 

then flourish are set in motion through the conciliar theory. Among them are the arguments relating 

to separating power but also the application of the national representative system at general 

councils and the rise of national consciousness against superordinate power. This alternative 

position learning from medievalists should be less contentious than it may initially appear. It is 

part of an ongoing debate within the field which does not firmly side with either school of thought 

but sees usefulness in the work of both. Particularly helpful in this endeavor has been returning to 

the early sources within the field, such as Carleton Hayes and Hans Kohn, who saw these tensions 

which would be set aside in later decades.21 Thus, the contribution this project makes on the 

discourse should be to further consider the development of nationalism through conciliar ideas—

 
are not formed by objective criteria such as common territory, language, habits, ancestry, or fate and destiny. Instead, 

they are formed by the common belief in these categories, not the phenomenological facts themselves. Thus, the social 

construction of these concepts is as important if not more so than their phenomenological basis. 
20 Susan Reynolds, “Regnal Sentiments in Medieval Communities” in Nationalism, ed. Anthony Smith (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1994), 137-140.; cf. Adrian Hastings, The Construction of Nationhood: Ethnicity, Religion, 

and Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Patrick J. Geary, The Myth of Nations: The 

Medieval Origins of Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003); Donald M. Nicol, “The Byzantine View 

of Western Europe,” in Byzantium: Its Ecclesiastical History and Relations with the Western World, edited by Donald 

Nicol and Steven Runciman (London: Variorum Reprints, [1967] 1972), 315-339. Donald Nicol—but he is far from 

alone in doing this—describes in late medieval Byzantine-Western relations how “a feeling of aggressive nationalism 

began to affect the Byzantines after the Fourth Crusade” (318). The point is not to draw any line to say that Nicol 

takes a stand in the debate between scholars studying nationalism. Rather, it is something altogether simpler. The 

sense that nationalism is something more akin to tribalism is normative outside of the field. Both the phenomenon and 

concept are contested and, therefore, it seems reasonable to push back on commonly held narratives. 
21  Carlton Hayes, Essays on Nationalism (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1926).; cf. Carlton Hayes, 

Nationalism: A Religion (New York: Routledge, 1960); Hans Kohn, The Idea of Nationalism: A Study in its Origins 

and Background (New York: Collier Books, 1944); Hans Kohn, Political Ideologies of the Twentieth Century (New 

York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1966); Hans Kohn, The Mind of Modern Russia (New York: Harper & Row, 1955). 
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which Oakley and others have done for early modern political and ecclesiastical ideas—as a 

potentially longer process with the hope it is more widely understood today.    

THE STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

The structure of the dissertation is broken down into five chapters. The first chapter sets out by 

defining the medieval Roman social imaginary called Christendom.22 Despite a sense of unity, the 

social imaginary called Christendom was discordant with respect to its institutional and political 

applications pertaining to the two powers. To contextualize the difference between the papacy’s 

hierocratic model against separationism, we turn to the dispute between John of Paris and Giles of 

Rome. Examining this dispute, the foundations are laid for explaining how golden age conciliarists 

such as William of Ockham, Jean Gerson, Dante Alighieri, Guilielmus Durantis, and Marsilius of 

Padua applied conciliar authority as a frame to mediate the distinction and separation between the 

two powers institutionally. It is in this distinction that the argument is made, first it seems by John 

of Paris, that a superordinate monarchy cannot have authority over all others due to God’s 

preference towards diversity in the temporal order. He applies this to his position defending 

France’s sovereignty against both the papacy and the “German” empire—which John believes is 

fraudulent, having no legitimate claim to Roman lineage. It is here we see a prototypical form of 

nationalism emerge through the separation of powers, defining both identity and sovereignty 

within the medieval Roman social imaginary, but apart from superordinate power centers. This 

lays the foundation for Christendom as a unitive imaginary to be broken apart into localized, even 

national Micro-Christendoms competing directly against one another, often outside of it.  

 
22 One can imagine also how the “Roman social imaginary” might also expand beyond Christendom and pre- or post-

Christian societies, applying plausibly even to Islamic cases. Thinking of how Umayyads used East Roman coinage 

or implemented various practices used by Roman imperial governance, one can see how this category is more 

expansive despite being outside the scope of the project. The most definitive example is, of course, the late medieval 

emergence of the Ottoman Empire which is much more direct and much more precise in its instrumentalization of 

Roman symbolism, inheritance, and claims to continuity. 



12 

 

 It was Peter Brown’s argument that “Christendom” arose after an era of Micro-

Christendoms in late antiquity, all with their own center and peripheries. In the late medieval era, 

Christendom as a social imaginary existed to some degree, although its materiality is contestable. 

The second chapter examines the period wherein this social imaginary is utterly disrupted by the 

development of national consciousness and the power of the conciliar theory applied at fifteenth 

century general councils. The unitary social imaginary was very much present in the minds of 

fifteenth century Christians, even East Romans who participated directly at the Council of 

Florence. Yet by the end of the fifteenth century, the imaginary was fractured in such a way that it 

led Joseph Gill to say the failure to implement the Florentine Union made the Reformation 

inevitable.23 Beginning with the Bohemians, this chapter examines how these people caught at the 

periphery of the Roman Catholic Church and the Holy Roman Empire were subjugated by 

institutional domination and how national consciousness emerged from it. Czech identity was 

forged through anti-German sentiment and sovereignty for the Czech people grew, demanding 

their own king and church. We examine here the conciliar plan for a peace treaty within 

Christendom by King George Poděbrady, the first non-Catholic king in the Latin West after 

Christianization. He attempted to remodel Christendom as a political league framed by conciliar 

authority as a check against superordinate monarchs—particularly the pope and the emperor. This 

was the first model of its type and would, at its 500th anniversary in a commissioned piece by the 

United Nations, be called a prototype for the supranational organizations of the twentieth century.24 

This type of national consciousness, though particularly clear with the Bohemians, was not unique. 

 
23 Joseph Gill, The Council of Florence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, [1959] 2011), vii. It was Gill’s 

belief that there was, through the failure of the Florentine Union, a power vacuum left opened which weakened the 

papacy and transformed the political landscape. 
24 George Poděbrady, The Universal Peace Organization of King George of Bohemia: A Fifteenth Century Plan for 

World Peace 1462/1964, ed. Jiri Kejr, trans. Ivo Dvorak, Published in cooperation with the Czechoslovakia 

Commission for UNESCO.; cf. Frederick Heyman, “A Grand Design,” in George of Bohemia: King of Heretics 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1965), 293-315. 
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By outlining its development and growth at the Councils of Pisa, Constance, Siena, Basel, Ferrara-

Florence, and Mantua one may observe this pattern of nationalism and conciliarism having 

repeated influence at general councils. The conciliar theory is more than council-over-pope; it 

becomes a pathway for political—and ecclesiastical—separation, distinction, and representation 

first within Christendom and then for reemergent Micro-Christendoms and, perhaps surprisingly, 

the court of Charles V Habsburg.  

 The third chapter develops the concept of a Micro-Christendom and suggests that the 

fracturing of the medieval Roman social imaginary paves way for new variants, including those 

that lay the foundations for liberalism. The Reformation, the discovery of the New World, the rise 

of mercantilism, and the printing press radically transformed the political and ecclesiastical 

landscape. While the separation of powers was a pathway for separating from Rome either fully, 

as was the case with England, or partially, as was the case with France, the powers would be 

integrated at the national level. In both England and France, as examples, the powers were 

integrated under temporal crowns, and particularly in France, the conciliar theory was used to 

justify this shift. Gallican conciliarists—the Sorbonnists or divines of Paris—influence a wide 

range of political and ecclesiastical thinking in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries through the 

University of Paris. But what is especially interesting about the influence of the conciliar theory is 

not for those still united with Rome, as was the case with the Gallicans in France, but those who 

were not. In England, directly implicating the emergence of a new social imaginary rooted in 

Roman inheritance yet distinct from medieval Christendom, parliamentarians and republicans took 

the theory of separated powers to new heights, justified by both pre-Christian Roman republican 

sources and medieval conciliarist sources as well. It was in the emergence of economics as an 

academic discipline contra Catholic theology that the separation of Church and political regime (a 
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State) was applied further to the separation of a political regime and its economy. Here, directly 

pertaining to the foundations of liberalism, a sense of an individual having private property rights 

was justified by the logic that powers must remain separated and, further, no superordinate 

monarch has a just claim. This is not to say that only the conciliar theory influenced this trajectory, 

but that it was additional. Practically, the conciliar theory helped model alternatives from medieval 

Christendom, giving way to microcosmic examples as well as ammunition to parliamentarians and 

republicans interested in self-government, represented through consent.    

 The fourth chapter is about the emergence of globalism in the twentieth century within 

liberal internationalism and Catholic fraternalism.25 The common ground reached by globalists of 

all sorts emerged from a shared fear of both the existence of totalitarianisms, including imperial 

nationalisms, and the threat of their return after the Second World War. Their shared positive 

vision was a commitment to democracy (power-sharing), a defense of pluralism (an affirmation of 

diversity-in-unity), and an opposition to empire (an opposition to superordinate power). Catholic 

fraternalists such as Jacques Maritain and Luigi Sturzo would frame their position not as liberal, 

but as less defiant against liberalism than the official pronouncements of the nineteenth century 

Church. This was based on Maritain’s commitment to the “tactic of common ground.” Their shared 

vision of a federal, conciliar government would inform founding fathers of the European 

Community such as Robert Schuman, emboldening a reciprocal relationship between Catholics 

and liberals as the postwar settlement was made institutional. It was in their common ground that 

globalists found the aim of integration as a shared commitment for postwar Europe and, ultimately, 

the world at large. Many believed that the separation of powers, specifically economic and political 

separation, made it nearly impossible to resolve tensions between nation-states which could 

 
25  For the category ‘fraternalism’ applied more broadly than here, see: James Chappel, Catholic Modern: The 

Challenge of Totalitarianism and the Remaking of the Church (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018).  
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reasonably result in a repeat of imperial aspirations in one or another. It was through Catholic 

arguments on the integration of powers, still recognizing their distinction, that federalists would 

advance an integrative project ultimately informing institutional creation. Mirroring many historic 

conciliar arguments, a council’s authority was privileged to make certain that neither popular nor 

singular authority capture could occur in their newly established institutions. The integration of 

powers was to globalism, based on conciliar arguments, what the separation of powers was to 

nationalism.  

 Because of the sheer complexity of creating a supranational organization, balancing 

historically hostile and competitive nation-states in a conciliar structure, a turn from cultural 

appeals to technical process triumphed. In the foundation of the European Community, especially 

with respect to the integration of economic institutions such as the European Coal & Steel 

Commission, there was an increased reliance on technocratic expertise. This style of thinking 

would rapidly ascend against liberal internationalism through its neoliberal variant, positioning 

economics as scientific at the expense of the more humanistic liberalism which preceded it.26 

Neoliberals treated the world as a puzzle to be solved, including even eradicating nationalism and 

taming democracy for the sake of the global economy. By the time of the Second Vatican Council, 

the common ground shared with liberal internationalists and many Catholics was still present. Yet 

the Church made it clear, especially in Pacem in terris, Gaudium et spes, and Sollicitudo rei 

socialis that technocratic thinking tended to reduce humans to their instrumental or economic 

value, consciously challenging an ascendent mode of economic and political thought within 

liberalism. Here, a critique of liberalism reappears after being dormant for many decades, focused 

 
26 After the Second World War, there was a turn towards moral universalism and language about faith defining values. 

This would precede the technocratic shift in the 1950’s. The shift today towards values-talk in the European Union 

could demonstrate there is an essential dialectic, wherein liberal internationalism’s more values-centered framework 

can address the failings of neoliberalism’s technocratic tendencies. For more on this, see Chapter 4. 
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almost exclusively on its economizing impulse rather than its philosophical errors, still suggesting 

liberal internationalism has common ground with the Church’s conciliar teachings.   

 At the Second Vatican Council, there is a repositioning of the Church and the Council for 

the first time as a truly global authority, speaking to all people of goodwill, not just its believers. 

To challenge people of goodwill everywhere around the world to join in solidarity, especially 

against technocratic or martial threats, the Church reaffirms its theory of order but in a decisively 

conciliar way. The theory of order remains the hierocratic model, transmuted as a hierarchy of 

values, yet its reduction or even possible absence of an appeal to papal monarchy renders it utterly 

distinct from the medieval variant. The model, as it was even through the First Vatican Council, is 

that the moral order—what Pacem in terris calls the Order of Love—informs states which have 

authority over economies—let alone “the economy” taken in the singular. Yet the papal monarchy 

is not appealed to as an infallible sovereign for its justification or legitimacy. Against a concept of 

neoliberal order growing at the time, it is a specific rebuke of paradigms wherein the “integration” 

of powers is just economic capture of the state. This critique emergent at the Council regarding 

the technocratic impulse within liberalism is normative in the post-Vatican II decades, drawn out 

especially by Pope John Paul II. To him, economisms, including communist and post-communist 

state-capitalist economies, are imperial, dominating the underdeveloped South and the global poor. 

To correct this, there needs to be an affirmation of our shared commitment to the common good 

and a rejection of economisms turned imperial. To establish this, there must be a sense first that 

moral order informs states and, more immediately important in a critique against economisms, that 

states have authority over economies. Conciliarity transmuting hierocratic authority, then, is the 

theory of moral order which defines the Church’s postwar globalism.  

 In conclusion, the conciliar theory shaped a much larger period of ecclesiastical and 
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political thought with respect to the separation and integration of powers. Conciliarity drove the 

development of nationalism and globalism alike, for different reasons and at different times, with 

an essential set of propositions constituting the conciliar theory. Carl Schmitt’s famous sentiment 

that the Middle Ages was a struggle for not against Rome remains apparent. The Roman social 

imaginary has embedded within it a set of grand traditions which have shaped its many inheritors 

in a variety of ways, conciliarity being only one of them. That conciliarism shaped the political 

and ecclesiastical ideas from the Middle Ages until the present day is demonstrable when 

conciliarity as a concept is expanded beyond its initial late medieval episode. It has been influential 

in many eras and over many different issues, as this project argues and has been argued by others 

for different reasons. From its influence on parliamentarians and republicans to the inheritance 

impacting liberal internationalists, the conciliar theory has implicated all of Rome’s children. 

Three propositions given help frame conciliarity over the longue durée. The conciliar theory as it 

is articulated, almost always, has a paradigm of power-sharing, an affirmation of diversity-in-

unity, and a critique of superordinate power centers. Those three propositions are not dogmatic, 

but they are descriptive and, should one look closely, illuminating—still having wisdom for the 

conciliarist of today. The separation and integration of powers as a framework to describe the 

conciliar influence on people, polities, and places shows us that this influence is still at work. This 

grand tradition’s long influence on political and ecclesiastical thought may still have a longer way 

to go. Returning to history, as Francis Oakley suggested, helps us make sense of the turmoil of our 

present age. Conciliarity, it seemed to him as it does to me, is of particular importance in doing so. 
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CHAPTER I:  

CONCILIARISM AND THE SEPARATION OF POWERS 

 

THE ROMAN SOCIAL IMAGINARY CALLED CHRISTENDOM 

 

George Akropolites, an East Roman diplomat writing in the late thirteenth century, inherited one 

of the greatest schisms in Christian history. Greeks and Latins, through a long march over many 

centuries, were increasingly divided by culture, ritual, theology, and geographical space. Most 

importantly, Greeks and Latins were divided along a question which would mire Christian history 

in war and scandal. Who, exactly, are the Romans? Akropolites, it seemed, had in his mind the 

Roman social imaginary—an imaginary often called Christendom. 

It seems, O Italians, that you no longer remember our ancient harmony… But no other 

nations were ever as harmonious as the Greeks and the Italians. And this was only to be 

expected, for science and learning came to the Italians from the Greeks. And after that 

point, so they need no longer use the ethnic names, a New Rome was built to complement 

the Elder one, so that all could be called Romans after the common name of such great 

cities and have the same faith and the same name for it. And just as they received that most 

noble name from Christ, so too did they take upon themselves the national name [of Rome]. 

And everything else was common to them: magistracies, laws, literature, city councils, law 

courts, piety itself; so that there was nothing that was not common to those of Elder and 

New Rome. But O how things have changed!1 

Longing for Christendom is a dream which has challenged Christians for over a millennium. 

Whether it was Akropolites during the twilight of the Middle Ages, lamenting the loss of Christian 

unity between Greeks and Latins; or Novalis, discussed in Chapter 3, lamenting the loss of and 

need for Christendom at the advent of modernity; or still yet, resisting liberal globalism in our 

time, it is Raymond Cardinal Burke drawing out a tension between Christendom and a Global One 

 
1  George Akropolites, Against the Latins, 2.27 in Georgii Acropolitae opera, ed. A. Heisenberg, rev. P. Wirth 

(Stuttgart, 1978), 64.; cf. Anthony Kaldellis, Hellenism in Byzantium (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 

381-83; Deno Geanokopolous, “Greco-Latin Relations on the Eve of the Byzantine Restoration: The Battle of 

Pelagonia—1259” in Dumbarton Oaks Papers, Vol. 7 (1953), 99-141 for more information on George Akropolites. 
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World Order.2 The logic of some former Christian territory wherein the Christian religion reigned 

supreme with Christians altogether in union is something which has often been yearned for and 

believed in. But what, then, is Christendom? It is a term so nebulous and overused that, seemingly, 

it can mean almost anything and often has meant a lot. Christendom has in modern usage become 

a throwaway term for Christian dominance in Europe; to others it is the whole Christian world; 

and still to others, such as Samuel Huntington, it is analogous to the ‘Free World’ or ‘the West’.3 

Christendom, rather than being something concrete, is imagined.      

 Franklin Le Van Baumer, writing on the Roman social imaginary called Christendom in 

1945, wisely said, “in the evolution of the meanings of words the historian possesses the leading 

clue to the mind of a past age. Perfect comprehension of an antique mind the historian can never 

have. Partial comprehension he can reasonably hope for, however, if he will sift out the key words, 

the words most commonly used by the age in question, and study their etymology and especially 

their contemporary usage.”4 Christendom, it should be obvious, is an English term. The term most 

certainly was not used by most medieval sources and therefore, until it was popularized in the 

fifteenth century English vernacular, was always in translation. Describing the term’s origins, 

 
2 The Rome Life Forum held a conference in Rome on May 16-17th in preparation for the annual march for life on 

May 18th, 2019. This conference was called “City of Man vs City of God: Global One World Order vs Christendom.” 

Cardinal Raymond Burke was their keynote speaker and it essentially sets up an antagonism between Pope Francis’ 

and Vatican II’s globalism with a ‘historic’ and ‘traditional’ Christendom. 
3 Samuel Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (New York: Simon & Schuster, 

1996), 52-54. Huntington makes a compelling point with an analysis of popular literature in the post-Cold War world. 

Using Lexis/Nexis he catalogued how in 1988 the New York Times, Washington Post, and Congressional Records all 

shifted dramatically by 1993 in their description of us versus them. Where in 1988 the term “Free World” was 

generically used to mean us, by 1993 it was overwhelmingly switched to “The West”. What this demonstrated to 

Huntington was a switch from a geopolitical category to a civilizational category. Whereas before the term ‘Free 

World’ implied that others were not free, the terminology of the West does no such thing. It only merely implies there 

is something other-than the West and not necessarily what those other things are. Further, and even more interestingly, 

the distinction between Orthodox and Western civilization is of paramount importance, because he considers Orthodox 

civilization “distinct from Western Christendom,” broadly proving where his head is at when it comes to what the 

West is—it is a Christian Euro-American civilization which inherited its legacy from Rome. Indeed, he himself is 

telling us the important relationship of the concept of Christendom with “the West.” 
4 Franklin Le Van Baumer, “The Conception of Christendom in Renaissance England,” in Journal of the History of 

Ideas 6, No. 2 (April 1945), 131. 
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Diarmaid MacCulloch tells the story of a ninth century scribe, sitting in southern England perhaps 

in the court of King Alfred of Wessex, puzzling over the translation of Paulus Orosius’ History 

against the Pagans.5 MacCulloch said, “repeatedly in this text [the scribe] found the concept of 

universal Christianity, and wondered how to translate it,” and out of this dilemma, the scribe came 

up with a new Anglo-Saxon word: “Crīstendōm.”6 For this scribe, inventing this term of universal 

Christianity, it had both temporal and spiritual connotations. The scribe, according to MacCulloch, 

was specifically concerned with ‘Crīstendōm’s’ endurance through the ages. In Orosius’ time, 

western Rome had long fallen and Wessex itself was facing a new wave of foreign conquest—this 

time from the Viking Danes. The idea behind it, therefore, was something both universal in its 

scope and permanent in its expression. Christendom, as a term, was birthed there. It meant, at its 

most basic level, being Christian in the Christian world. It was a Christian social imaginary.  

 But when we think of the word Christendom, we do not typically concern ourselves with 

the Anglo-Saxon usage. We are primarily concerned with social and governmental structures 

described by Latins. Christendom is variously translated from Respublica Christiana, 

Christianitatis, Respublica Fidelium, Societas Christiana, and Sacrum Imperium. All these mean 

different things to different authors. Already, however, we are faced with a conundrum. These 

terms, though related, are fundamentally distinct. Franklin Le Van Baumer, discussing the 

popularization of the term ‘Christendom’ in Renaissance England, argued that the most common 

of these was Corpus Christianum or Corpus Mysticum, which can generically be translated into 

“the common corps of Christendom.”7 He said in the Middle Ages the term Corpus Christianum 

 
5 Paulus Orosius’ (c. 375-418) text is among the most critical histories of the late antique period which shaped the 

imaginations and historiography of those in the Middle Ages.  
6 Diarmaid MacCulloch, A History of Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years (London: Penguin Books, 2009), 

503.; cf. J. Bately (ed.) The Old English Orosius (Early English Text Society, supplementary ser., 6, 1980), 27, l. 15. 

Cited in MacCulloch.  
7 Le Van Baumer, “The Conception of Christendom in Renaissance England,” 132. 
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meant three primary things held together in unity: 1) the area of the world in which Roman (Latin) 

Catholicism held temporal dominion; 2) the organic unity of the peoples of that area set against 

another group, typically infidels and pagans; and 3) the basis of that unity being the sacramental 

fellowship comprised of the visible Church (ecclesia) of which Christ was the head, the papal 

hierarchy was operating as the vicar of Christ on earth, and the constituent national kingdoms 

which were members.8 Le Van Baumer said of this unity that, “from the eleventh to the sixteenth 

centuries none but heretics seriously questioned this unitive philosophy.”9 However this may have 

seemed to him in 1945, it is not quite true. Throughout especially the later Middle Ages (ca. 1200-

1500) this basic unity was in tremendous dispute. There were a wide variety of challenges on 

concepts of authority which directly confront any ‘unitive’ vision of Christendom.  

 Franklin Le Van Baumer’s understanding of the popularization of the term Christendom 

can be directly felt. ‘Christendom’ still is, over a thousand years later, commonly used and 

influential conceptually. Étienne Gilson, writing in the twentieth century and tracing the history of 

Christian society rendered both spiritual and temporal, talks of the fundamental problem that the 

Church is, though in this world, ‘not of this world’ and services the world hereafter, however 

conceived. This doctrine, that of an otherworldly city or society, creates two fundamental 

difficulties for the Christian according to Gilson: first, in that it directly defines the actual 

universality of a given society and therefore its boundaries or borders; and second, it defines 

temporalities and whether, for the Christian, one is called to live in the here-and-now of that 

society. In other words, it is a question of whether a Christian ought to love the City of Man at 

all.10 Both of these issues are deeply impactful throughout most of Christian history when it comes 

 
8 Le Van Baumer, “The Conception of Christendom in Renaissance England,” 132. 
9 Le Van Baumer, “The Conception of Christendom in Renaissance England,” 132. 
10 Étienne Gilson, The Metamorphosis of the City of God, translated by James G. Colbert (Washington, DC: Catholic 

University of America Press, [1952] 2020), 17. 
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to defining Christendom. The first problem, a universalist though bordered society, is among the 

most important difficulties rendered upon Christian society which impacts the broader theory 

developed in this project. How can a society called universal—a society truly universal—have 

borders or boundaries or in-groups and out-groups? That exclusion, of course, is what makes the 

Roman social imaginary imperial and universal in character, distinct from Christianity on its own. 

That is why, for the second difficulty regarding living in the here-and-now, temporalities or earthly 

princes are divinely authorized to demand love, despite failures, for the City of Man or society. 

How could, if it is God’s society on Earth ruled by God’s appointed lords, one not love it? If one 

did not, power demanded they ought to. And that is what defines Christendom in its basic social 

horizons—the question of power relations aimed at what Augustine of Hippo called the common 

objects of our love.11  

 Christendom, as a social imaginary, is fundamentally about an arrangement of power in the 

world reflecting the sacramental order. Specifically, it is about the balance and share of God’s 

power—power’s relationship to people, institutions, and concepts, ultimately defining and 

structuring the world order and humans themselves made in the image of God. Where it is tempting 

to assume that during the Middle Ages there was indeed a unity between the territory in which 

Christians lived, the unity of those people against outsiders or foreigners, and the religious 

fellowship which held them in communion, that is only partially so; at best it is so conceptually. 

That unity is true, really, only in the imaginations of believers. A more potent and simpler 

definition for ‘Christendom’ offered by Diarmaid MacCulloch helps clarify this dilemma of 

historical record versus a social imaginary. Starting not where Christendom emerged, MacCulloch 

 
11 Augustine of Hippo, City of God (Book 19, Ch 24). The quote is “… say that a people is an assemblage of reasonable 

beings bound together by a common agreement as to the objects of their love, then, in order to discover the character 

of any people, we have only to observe what they love.” 
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suggests where it ended. According to him, the collapse of Christendom was “the greatest 

casualty” of the First World War. It was when the last Christian empires fell and the liberal order 

emerged. Not based on any logic of an internal unity of religious fellowship, a territory, or a 

particular Schmittian friend-enemy distinction; it was instead the collapse of the “union between 

Christianity and secular power,” which he says was “Christendom itself.”12  

 This simplification is seemingly accurate. The union of secular power with the Christian 

religion seems to be a sensible, even obvious definition at first. After the Christianization of Rome 

beginning with Constantine, and instituted under Theodosius, there emerged an institutionalized 

unity of the Christian religion and the secular powers. The establishment of the unity between the 

Universal Empire based in Constantinople and the Universal Church based in Rome was where 

Christendom, according to MacCulloch, emerged. At the time of its arrival, Christendom was not 

merely a social imaginary; it had institutional unity. From the time of Emperor Theodosius until 

its collapse, envisioned by MacCulloch to be the First World War, it seems that it could be 

agreeable enough to suggest a basic definition for Christendom is indeed the union between the 

secular temporal powers and Christianity itself. But this point MacCulloch is offering is not a 

ready-made applicable definition which captures Christian history whatsoever. Indeed, 

MacCulloch’s whole treatment of the very long history of Christianity and its influences largely 

focuses on precisely the definition’s opposite: the disunity—or at least relationship—of the secular 

powers with Christianity and the diversity within Christianity itself. If Christendom can be defined 

accurately as the union of the spiritual and temporal powers, yet such a union only existed briefly 

in history, Christendom itself becomes a site of contestation. Christendom was, rather than an 

existent fact of history excepting rarities, a social imaginary.  

 
12 MacCulloch, A History of Christianity, 915. 
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 The relationship of the temporal to the spiritual power is arguably the most important 

ecclesiological and socio-political dispute in the history of Christianity. It is, also, the definitive 

power dilemma defining the social imaginary. When Emperor Constantine convoked the 

Ecumenical Council of Nicaea (325) it was an attempt to obtain consensus over what John 

Meyendorff called “cultural pluralism” in Rome.13 The Roman Empire, which included all of 

Europe west of the Rhine and south of the Danube also included Britain, Spain, North Africa 

including Egypt, and the Levantine Middle East. There was tremendous diversity in the multi-

ethnic cultures across the empire and indeed in the rapidly expanding Christian religion. There 

was, however, one legal and administrative apparatus which operated with the de facto usage of 

two languages and two cultures: Latin and Greek.14 Of these, Latin was used for the legal and 

administrative procedures and Greek was used by the intelligentsia and dominant urban centers 

not only in the East but also throughout North Africa. Well before the development of any 

conceptual Corpus Christianum was the Greek idea of the Oikoumene, which was both the whole 

inhabited earth and the domain in which the Gospel was to be spread.15 John Meyendorff said that 

almost without exception, Christians operating after Constantine adopted the Roman universalism 

and synthesized it with the Christianized ecumenical concept from the Greeks, redefining 

Oikoumene in Christian terms. Therefore, out of this synthesis, a sense of cultural pluralism and 

Roman universalism was held together with the strong ambition to maintain unity within the 

 
13 John Meyendorff, Imperial Unity and Christian Divisions: The Church, AD 450-680 (Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s 

Seminary Press, 1989), 20. Though this text focuses most on 450-680, it discusses much of the Constantinian 

construction as well as the post-Constantinian reality.; cf. Eric Voegelin, The Ecumenic Age: Order and History, Vol. 

4 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1974). 
14 Though the tension and ultimate schism between the Greeks and Latins is undeniably among the most important, it 

is worth noting that there were earlier splits with the Oriental Orthodox Church and the Church of the East during the 

fifth century as well. These cut off major blocks of Christians from the Roman Empire in areas such as Sub-Saharan 

Africa and most of Asia having decisive influence on later developments in the region, especially with the advent of 

Islam in the seventh century. 
15 Meyendorff, Imperial Unity and Christian Divisions, 20-21. 
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territory and religion. Taken together, these are the features for the social imaginary which first 

defined Rome itself and later Christendom. Christendom, then, is the medieval variant of the 

Roman social imaginary. Christendom is a Romanized idea of unified Church-Empire, acting as a 

unitive lure for the diversity of those who believe in it.  

 Though the unity of powers is a definitional feature of an existent Christendom, the social 

imaginary is about the relationship between them. With respect to the reality of this union, it is 

secondary in importance to the power of the imaginary. This is an especially crucial difference 

when one considers the relationship applied institutionally in the Church and temporal powers. 

Where there may have rarely been a material Christendom, there were always attempts at relating 

the powers institutionally due to the social imaginary requiring it. The union between the secular 

imperial powers and the Christian religion was, from its beginnings, repeatedly contested. Once 

the administration of Rome had been divided into what became Old and New Rome, the material 

division grew even more dramatic.16 Rightly, Peter Brown described the period before the fall of 

western Rome as “one world, two empires.”17 It was not so much that there were truly two different 

empires, but that the Oikoumene which held the divided administrative state was not enough. 

Brown argues that after the fall of Rome’s western administration in 476, it is not actually useful 

to discuss Christendom until the eleventh century Gregorian Reforms. Instead, he uses the term 

‘Micro-Christendom’ to reflect the notion that there is a diversity and multitude of replicators, 

enacting regional differences both political and ecclesiastical. Christendom, despite “the state of 

 
16 This was not only a problem with respect to Rome and Constantinople. In the fourth century, the kings of Armenia 

(301) and Ethiopia (ca. 330) had already adopted Christianity as their national religion. This sets up a paradigm 

wherein there are Micro-Christendoms not just within the sphere of Romanitas, but also outside of it. As the Ethiopians 

are later included alongside other Oriental Orthodox Christians at the Council of Florence, it is worth considering that 

these longer trajectories held sway in the imagination regarding what constituted the entirety, or ecumenical Christian 

world. 
17 Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom: Triumph and Diversity, AD 200-1000, Tenth Anniversary Edition 

(Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 37.  
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modern views on the society and economy against which [the] Church developed,” Brown says, 

“there is no there there.”18 His argument rested on the fact that “the notion of Christianity itself,” 

misled scholars—including even masters such as Henri Pirenne and Christopher Dawson—into 

believing there was a material, unified Christendom earlier than the high Middle Ages. 

“Christianity,” he said, “was a remarkably universal religion, endowed with common codes which 

could spring up in many different environments. But, [during late antiquity], it was not necessarily 

a unitary, still less a uniform religion.”19 Unity and uniformity being different, the impulse to unify 

was indeed a feature of Christianity at this period. Christendom, as such, arose in the high medieval 

era after crusader-colonization and the centralization of the papacy. Before that, it was imagined. 

It was not a world, according to Brown, centered around Rome. It was a “world without a center.”20 

 Brown’s thesis makes use of the classic center-periphery distinction. He argues that while 

it is tempting to see Rome or Constantinople at the period of the imperial-ecclesial synthesis as a 

center with varying peripheries (he gives the examples of Ireland, Frankish Neustria, or Saxon 

Britain), that is a mistake. Micro-Christendoms are, rather, their own centers and have their own 

peripheries. Only instead of having universal domain, Micro-Christendoms are microcosms which 

“reflected, with satisfactory completeness, the macrocosm of a worldwide Christianity.”21 They 

were, in Brown’s phrasing, “little Romes” operating regionally. These little Romes operated with 

inter-regional exchange with the greater Roman (Old or New) center, certainly, but had their own 

internal local unity impacting both political and ecclesiastical diversity. It is the mistake of the 

historian, he believes, to exaggerate the widely publicized interactions with the distant center either 

in Rome or Constantinople at the expense of the local diversity. Late antiquity, Brown says, “was 

 
18 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, 13.  
19 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, 15. 
20 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, 15. 
21 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, 15. 
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not the sad tale of unity destroyed and then postponed, but rather, it can be read as a tale of not 

altogether dishonorable diversity.”22 True in late antiquity, it would become true again after the 

fifteenth century Council of Florence.23  

 We are taking Christendom, because its material reality is suspect, as a social imaginary. 

Its definition, trusting MacCulloch’s sagaciousness, we take to be the union of the temporal and 

the spiritual generally and the union of the Christian religion with secular powers institutionally. 

The dynamic and complex relationship between the two powers, then, is what helps situate 

Christendom as a social imaginary. A genetic or diachronic approach is the best way in which we 

can successfully develop and render sensible this relationship.24 A helpful analytical category, 

which then aids this genetic approach, popularized by the likes of Charles Taylor and Manfred 

Steger is the ‘social imaginary’. For Taylor, a social imaginary is neither an ideology nor a theory; 

rather, it is an implicit ‘background’ which makes possible the communal practices and a 

legitimation which is then widely shared. A social imaginary principally concerns itself with who 

‘we’ are in this background, how we fit together, how we interact with one another, and the 

expectations we place upon each other. Further, a social imaginary establishes the normative 

concepts and notions which underpin any sense of those relationships.25 Social imaginaries are, in 

another word, a sort of matrix which includes all possible points in a set of all sets—the background 

to any system, ideology, or institution, directly informing them.   

 The concept of Christendom itself is a background for the basic relational qualities which 

Charles Taylor set out as constituting a social imaginary. On this, foundational to Christendom as 

 
22 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, 16.  
23 This is introduced in Chapter 2 and developed in Chapter 3. 
24 Roger Haight, Christian Community in History, Vol I: Historical Ecclesiology (New York: Continuum Press, 2004). 

This is discussed in the methodology section of the Introduction. 
25 Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), 2; 23-30 and A Secular Age 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007), 159-211. 
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a ‘background’ is the temporal power dynamic which framed the relational and constitutive 

components within it. Be it Universal Church and Empire, emperor, pope, bishops, laity, the orders 

of social life, virtually everything within medieval Christendom depended upon the balancing of 

the relationship between spiritual and temporal. “The question,” M.J. Wilks said, “of the right 

relationship of powers, so necessary for the maintenance of the harmonia mundi,” was the prime 

consideration in the West during the Middle Ages.26 Is the City of Man, be it Jerusalem or Athens, 

really something to be brought nearer to God on Earth? Or was it, conversely, something only 

realized in the hereafter? To what extent does any given society participate in divine activity and 

move closer and closer towards perfection? Are we all doomed on Earth to suffer our captors and 

oppressors with the promise that someday, either at the end of time or after time, we are going to 

be free and liberated? Is Plato’s Republic an ideal which is the good place or is it no place at all? 

And it is also understood that Aristotle’s reintroduction to western Christianity in the Middle Ages 

through Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas once again changed its trajectory. Before 

Aristotle’s reintroduction, theologies of Christian governance were largely balanced in favor of 

universals—be it Cicero’s Imperium Sine Fine, Augustine’s City of God, the Biblical Kingdom of 

Heaven, or the promised New Jerusalem—Thomas Aquinas emphasized temporal concerns in new 

ways. Politics, as much as it was about the common good and divine order, became a matter of 

statecraft and institutional organization.  

 Thomas Aquinas did not abandon Augustinianism for Aristotelianism. With respect to the 

safeguarding of traditional norms, Aquinas was a master at recalibration and synthesis. But where 

issues of justice and economy were often left to the side for previous generations, Thomas Aquinas 

 
26 M.J. Wilks, The Problem of Sovereignty in the Later Middle Ages: The Papal Monarchy with Augustinus Triumphus 

and the Publicists (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963), 15. Surely dogmatic theologians would disagree, 

framing a variety of theological controversies (such as the Trinity or Christology) as more important for the Middle 

Ages. Specifically with respect to power relations, the statement seems reasonably true. 
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articulated something very important: human beings are political and social animals, taking very 

specific stances on politics and economics, ultimately making direct claims on the common good. 

Aquinas appropriated the classical notion of Aristotle that politics is the activity in, of, and for the 

city—against the reality that politics were the games of princes to be suffered by the peasantry. 

The strong, it seemed, did not need to do what they willed and the weak did not, it seemed, suffer 

what they must. Before Aquinas, the primacy of monarchs, the subjugation of popular will, and 

the position of the pope as lord of things spiritual, if not also temporal, was normative. Aquinas 

impressively balanced political pluralism or diversity under the rubric of monarchy descending 

first from God and then to the pope. After Aquinas, as M.J. Wilks suggests, we see a shift from 

the universalism of one Societas Christiana to the particularism of many different Societas 

Humanae.27 Multiple wills, even amongst angels, require government. Rather than one universal 

society as the ideal, we see the localisms of many different societies come into the foreground. 

The basic point is that Aquinas, by resurrecting and reincorporating Aristotle into the political 

thought of the late Middle Ages, set the stage for a challenge of the unitary vision of society which 

had largely been taken for granted at the time—precisely at the time of the Christendom’s ‘rise’ in 

the Latin West. Its rise, quickly disintegrating, leaves open a power vacuum for the development 

of nationalism and, as Joseph Gill said, the Reformation itself.28   

 Christendom is not, then, being treated at all as a material reality. Again, it is being treated 

as a social imaginary. As a social imaginary, it is treated only inasmuch as it can generically 

 
27 M.J. Wilks, The Problem of Sovereignty in the Later Middle Ages: The Papal Monarchy with Augustinus Triumphus 

and the Publicists, 15-117. 
28 Joseph Gill, SJ, The Council of Florence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1959), vii. Gill says a dictum 

like “the Council of Florence made the Reformation inevitable” it is a challenge to discussion rather than a statement 

of fact. In some sense, this is precisely what we are doing here. When we say the Council of Florence provided the 

landscape for the breaking apart of Christendom as a social imaginary, argued in Chapter 2, it is not to say that the 

Council of Florence is the cause of the Fall of Constantinople, or that it ended Christendom precisely. Rather, it is to 

say that it was the last attempt at the unity of the spiritual and temporal, wherein Christendom’s basic premise of the 

Two Swords could be enacted through its traditional matrix: the Universal Empire and the Universal Church. 
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categorize the unitive vision Christians had when they were in disunited political and theological 

conflict. Through the medieval era, this unitive vision was practically not questioned as a matter 

of vision; it was, at virtually every turn, the prize for those who sought to establish order for their 

own interests. During the late medieval era, there was a multiplication of authorities which 

contended for power within the social imaginary; precisely then, the resurrected and reinforced 

unitive framework for the papacy became increasingly centralized, powerful, and authoritative. 

The vision of Christendom, ruled by one source and one source only, became the conceptual 

political dispute which would make claims on how, exactly, powers spiritual and temporal related. 

Normally, in almost every instance, the relation was defined in union; but what that union looked 

like, precisely, was almost never the same. Union would be defined in a way which would tip in 

one direction or another—toward the temporal princes or the spiritual bishops. As much as 

anything material—beyond treaties, battles, and marriages—the projections of those powerful and 

interested parties making claims on the imaginary itself mattered. The medieval variant of the 

Roman social imaginary called Christendom, then, was the universal and imperial prize fought 

over. It would go on to define power relations through the entirety of the medieval era, laying the 

foundations for struggles in our own. 

THE MONARCHICAL PRINCIPLE: THE PROBLEM OF HIERARCHY AND DIVERSITY 

 

Christos Yannaras, a towering figure in twentieth century Orthodox theology, noted that it is 

common in western historiography to originate the birth of the early modern period with the final 

capture of Constantinople by the Ottomans in 1453. He believes this is true from a western 

perspective, but it is missing a critical piece of the story. To him, the birth of modernity in the East 

is actually a century earlier—with the translation of Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae into 
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Greek.29 Precisely with the reception of Aquinas, Yannaras believes, it is where the Orthodox 

world started to construct the Latin world as the ‘West’. From this engagement, surrounded by the 

realpolitik of the emperors in East Rome and the papacy in the Latin West, there is a renewed 

attempt to seriously understand the Latin perspective in the East. His theology vis-à-vis the 

question of the relationship between spiritual and temporal powers defines the trajectory of the 

institutions which represent them: Church and Empire in both East and West.30 Underpinning both 

institutions, there perhaps is no better place to start than on the concept of monarchy itself.  

 Throughout the fifth through the thirteenth centuries, the perennial ‘problem’ within 

Christendom was the issue of how sacerdotium (spiritual) and regnum or imperium 

(temporal/secular) related. It was arguably the issue of the post-Theodosian power dynamic.31 

During the reign of Pope Leo (400-461), the papacy admits two points of inspection with its self-

understanding of the relation between the papacy, church, empire, and the emperor. The first is 

that upon Catholicism becoming the religion of the pre-476 Roman Empire, there is a central guard 

the papacy places upon the Church in a check against the empire and emperor. Leo, therefore, saw 

the papacy and the Church not against the empire, but “in parallel with,” yet “autonomous from” 

it.32 Each one possessed a God-given authority over their domain and had a responsibility in the 

safeguarding of divine order. The emperor’s role in this formulation was to defend the Church, not 

rule over it. This is a prototypical form of separationism or political dualism (not related to 

 
29 Christos Yannaras, Orthodoxy and the West: Hellenic Self-Identity in the Modern Age (Brookline: Holy Cross 

Orthodox Press, 2007), 11-22. Yannaras argues in this period East Romans consciously start to construct a category 

or concept of the ‘West’ which includes more than just Latins but everyone West of their territory as not only an 

ecclesiastical but geopolitical Other.  
30 For a very clear understanding of Kingship itself, see: Francis Oakley, Kingship: The Politics of Enchantment 

(Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 2006).  
31 To be clear, this is not to say other ecclesiastical, political, or theological issues such as Christology or Soteriology 

were less important. Specifically, this is to say within the question of power dynamics it is arguably the most important 

problem. 
32 Roger Haight, Christian Community in History, Vol. I. (New York: Continuum Press, 2004), 239. 
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theological or philosophical dualism), which came to be the dominant reaction to hierocracy. With 

respect to the emperor’s role in convoking a general council, Leo’s sense was that it was not so 

much as contested formally as it was in deed. When the Council of Chalcedon (451) affirmed 

Constantinople’s status as the New Rome, this was something Leo rejected.33  The rationale for 

Leo’s papal authority in parallel with but autonomous from the emperor was in establishing the 

argument for Petrine authority. The simplification of this is the Pope is Peter and Peter is the Rock 

instituted by Christ to be head of the Church. Walter Ullmann called this the “monarchical 

principle,” of the papacy which was that legally there is no difference between heirs and the latter 

is continued in the former via successionis.34 It is a theology of power which establishes continuity, 

permanence, and authority under the papacy as a centralized office. It is a centralized office over 

decentralized and exclusively temporal kings.  

 The second aspect of Leo’s position was to define Peter as the vicar of Christ (vicarius 

Christii). This was done through an argument of legal commissioning. Ullmann explains this 

rationale as, “it was the judicial nature of the office which led Leo to conceive of the Petrine 

commission in proper legal categories and secondly to utilize the Roman law in his clarification 

of the relationship between him qua Pope and Peter qua office-holder: and his further 

penetration… resulted in the equation of Christ = Peter = Pope, all of which has nothing to do with 

the charisma, but merely with the officium.”35 Therefore the central logic of this argument is that 

through the office of the papacy there is a physical representation of Christ on earth—the vicar of 

 
33 Haight, Christian Community in History, Vol. I., 239; cf. Robert Evans, One and Holy: The Church in Latin Patristic 

Thought (Wipf and Stock, 2010), 129-36 and Council of Chalcedon, c. 28 and H.J. Schroeder, Disciplinary Decrees 

of the General Councils (B. Herder Books, 1937), 125-26. This was also argued by Gregory the Great (540-604) who 

resisted Constantinople’s appropriation of ‘Universal Bishop’. Rome was forced to concede to Antioch and Alexandria 

who formulated a sense of three seats of one Petrine ministry. 
34 Walter Ullmann, “Leo I and the Theme of Papal Primacy,” The Journal of Theological Studies 11 (New Series) 

(1960), 25-51; 34.  
35 Ullmann, “Leo I and the Theme of Papal Primacy,” 43.  
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Christ who is the pope. This kind of formulation became normative in the sense that it was 

foundational to the essential point of papal primacy, and ultimately papal supremacy as in the 

formulations of Giles of Rome. The papacy’s monarchical principle, argued Ullmann, was 

established not only for the papacy with respect to the empire or the emperor, but with the entire 

Church. Therefore, as Leo himself said, “the care of the universal Church should converge toward 

Peter’s one seat and nothing anywhere should be separated from its head.”36  

 In 494, Pope Gelasius wrote the Famuli vestrae pietatis, commonly known as The Two 

Swords of Gelasia, to Emperor Anastasius in Constantinople. After the death of Emperor 

Theodosius in 395, administration between East and West Rome had proved very difficult. To 

govern, the Roman Empire had what could reasonably, especially in retrospect, be considered two 

monarchical centers—one in Rome with the pope and one in Constantinople with the emperor. 

Pope Gelasius, without a formal rebuke of Emperor Anastasius, reminded him bluntly: duo sunt—

there are two (sources of power). What Gelasius explained was that there are two dimensions of 

authority, which the pope and emperor exercise respectively. There were auctoritas and potestas, 

the former being justification as well as guardianship and the latter providing the executive 

jurisdiction for the former. Gelasius effectively argued that the emperor’s authority was prior to 

his own, yet the emperor’s authority provided the scaffolding to the papacy’s superior power as 

the spiritual transcended and governed the inferior. The two sources of power, therefore, were to 

work in harmony and must not overstep boundaries set by divine cosmology. The basic logic to 

this was that there was a greater divine order which governed these two sources of power. The two 

are divinely appointed though distinguished by the two lesser orders of life in the spiritual and the 

temporal. Each of these, though severed, must ultimately reconcile in a higher unity, as in the 

 
36 Leo I, “Letter 14.12,” in Leo the Great and Gregory the Great, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 12, ed. P. Schaff 

and H. Wace (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1994), 19.  
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image of divine order. These two orders are indeed distinct, and while divinely appointed, are 

destined to reconcile in such a unity.  

 The spiritual supremacy over the temporal was more than just a theological position—it 

had material consequences. Utilized in statecraft throughout the Middle Ages, but certainly not in 

the late antique period, was the so-called Donatio Constantini. 37  The logic of the Donatio 

Constantini was that after having been cured of leprosy and converted to Christianity, Emperor 

Constantine bestowed upon the papacy and all his successors “imperial power[:] the dignity of 

glory, strength and honor.” It further declared that the pope “should have dominion over the four 

principal dioceses of Antioch, Alexandria, Constantinople, and Jerusalem, as well as all the 

Churches of God in the world.” Further still, it handed to the papacy the Lateran Palace as, “a 

diadem, that is the crown of our head; a mitre (sic); a shoulder-band, that is, the collar which 

usually surrounds our imperial head … and all the advantages of our high imperial rank, and the 

glory of our power.” Regarding temporal holdings and territories, it said that Constantine granted 

jurisdiction to the papacy various landed estates “in Judea, Greece, Asia, Thrace, Africa, Italy and 

all various islands.” And to make this clearer and more material, it grants “the city of Rome, and 

all the provinces, palaces, and cities of Italy and the Western regions.” The Donatio Constantini 

makes sure to note that, “the most holy Pope… did not at all wish to use the golden crown above 

the clerical crown which he wore for the glory of St. Peter.”  These claims to power, authority, 

and land were pretexts which arrogated to the papacy a supreme and unique monarchical center.  

 The earliest textual evidence of tension between the monarchical center and what would 

be known as a conciliar pattern for ecclesiastical governance exists in the correspondence of Pope 

 
37 The Donation of Constantine would later be proved a forgery by Lorenzo Valla in 1440 at the Council of Florence. 
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Julius a century before Pope Gelasius wrote on the two powers.38 In 341, Julius rejected the 

decision of the Council of Tyre (335), presided over by Count Dionysius on behalf of Emperor 

Constantine, which deposed Athanasius of Alexandria and Marcellus of Ancyra. The claim Julius 

made was that despite the decision of the council, there was a tradition of referring this type of 

judgment to the bishop of Rome. Though eastern bishops rejected the claims of Roman authority 

over them, this precise conflict is the earliest example we have wherein the monarchical center is 

applied directly to the bishop of Rome against the conciliar paradigm. W.H.C Frend frames 

precisely this dynamic as the beginning of the longer dispute or tension between papal and 

conciliar governance, still lingering on to this day.39 At the time of Aquinas, however, that tension 

was decidedly tipped in one direction vis-à-vis Petrine authority. Despite the distinctions 

developed by Gelasius and Hosius before him, during the Middle Ages there was an 

interpenetration between ecclesia and mundus, often granting to the papacy the realm of dominium 

mundi.40 The pope, in the hierocratic model, had the fullness of power, claiming dominion as lord 

of the world. The hierocratic theory alongside the claims of the Donatio Constantini helped justify 

this elevated station for the papal monarchy above others.  

 
38 On this, see: Gene L. Thompson, The Correspondence of Pope Julius I (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University 

of America, 2015). 
39 W.H.C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 529. Frend makes note that not even 

Pope Dionysius (260-69) had arrogated to himself the right of overturning a disciplinary decision by his colleague in 

Alexandria, recognizing the pentarchic structure of the relations between bishops. Frend’s understanding of Julius as 

novel at this time specifically notes that “while the rest of Christendom was accepting of a council of bishops, judicial 

or otherwise […] the papacy was staking its claim to speak to colleagues on the authority of Peter and nothing else” 

(529). This is a striking shift and sets forth the dynamic which would turn into papal monarchy contra conciliarity. 

Though this was the first time a pope had interfered against the ruling of a council, it was not the first time any sort of 

monarch did as much. Emperor Constantius (353-61) rejected Nicaea. But against Constantius, Hosius of Cordoba—

an advisor to Constantine, the previous emperor—insisted on the separation of powers. He said in a letter, “God has 

put into your hands the kingdom; to us He has entrusted the affairs of His church” (Letter of Hosius to Constantius 

from Athanasius, History of the Arians; cited in Frend, 536). 
40 This was challenged during the time of the Gregorian Reform but its outcomes were complicated. One such outcome 

was the systematic distinction between sacred and temporal responsibilities regarding the investiture of bishops. 

Ottonian emperors modeled their kingship on the biblical precedent set in the Old Testament, particularly the Psalms 

and in 2 Samuel 7—a framework already present in East Roman imperial propaganda. Pope Gregory VII through the 

desired reforms pushed a critique of this model also coming out of the Old Testament, particularly the Book of Judges, 

but also on prophetic critiques of that form of sacred kingship. 
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 Thomas Aquinas, writing to the King of Cyprus On Kingship, opens his text by saying “it 

is necessary for men living together to be ruled diligently by a king.”41 Following the Aristotelian 

argument for good governance, Aquinas believes that a community governed by the many or by 

the few is fundamentally inferior to the community governed by an ultimate sovereign. To explain 

what it means to be called a king, Aquinas uses the analogy of a ship and its captain. He says, “for 

even a ship, randomly moved to and fro (sic) by different winds, will not reach her destined goal 

unless she is directed by the effort of the helmsmen to her port.” A ship, like a community 

constituting a polity, needs a direction and it needs a goal—to be steered by a “directing principle 

to attain that goal.” If man had lived alone as is the case with other animals, Aquinas argues, no 

other direction would be needed and therefore no directive or first-ordered principle would be 

required. But man, according to Aquinas, is “by his nature... a social and political animal, living 

amid a multitude of his kind; moreso indeed, than is the case with all other animals, which natural 

necessity itself makes clear.”42 Precisely because of the multitudinous arena of political and social 

life, humans need a unifying first principle—namely to direct their end towards God—and 

someone to help steer them toward this end. That someone is a monarch.  

 
41 Thomas Aquinas, “On Kingship, to the King of Cyprus,” in Political Writings, trans. R.W. Dyson (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004), Bk 1, Ch 1. For more on Aquinas and his political theory, see: Thomas Gilby, 

Between Community and Society: A Philosophy and Theology of the State (London: Longmans, Green and Co, 1953). 

In that text, Gilby distinguishes between Thomas’ use of de jure and de facto power in relation to the highest authority. 

This distinction is older than Thomas’ use and was also later used by Duns Scotus and others. Duns Scotus argued 

that those who are ordained with power act by analogy with God, not just with kings but with all free agents who 

wield power. The distinction works wherein God acts de jure in accordance with the rightful law established by God, 

but God can de facto exceed that established and rightful law. On this, see: Francis Oakley, “The Absolute and 

Ordained Power of God in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Theology” Journal of the History of Ideas 59, No. 3 

(Jul 1998), 447. Oakley explains that Scotus’ (and Thomas’) usage of this distinction was applied to royal authority 

after the Protestant Reformation. This formulation wherein an authority has de jure power set by established law but 

can de facto exceed that established legitimate law acts in potentia dei absoluta. This means that the realm of “logical 

possibility prior to God’s ordination of things,” is to be construed as “a presently active and extraordinary power 

capable of operating apart from the order established de potentia ordinata” which prevails over ordinary courses of 

things. In full, this logic was initially applied via analogy to the papacy as the Vicar of Christ, but becomes applied to 

royalty as well. 
42 Aquinas, “On Kingship,” Bk 1, Ch 1. 
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 Following Aristotle’s logic, especially with respect to the fact of diversity, Aquinas makes 

an argument regarding descending authority in the sacramental order. Aquinas starts first with 

God, from there arises the authority and jurisdiction of the pope, and below the pope is the 

jurisdiction and authority of the various kings and princes who represent temporal orderliness. 

This reflected his position on the orderliness of the spiritual realm as well. This basic premise was 

taught by Aquinas and widely reached many political commentators who either read him or were 

taught by him at the University of Paris.43 This type of descending orderliness beginning with the 

absolute unity and orderliness of God was the normative logic of medieval conceptions on 

temporal sovereigns. But to stop and believe Aquinas was merely a representative of the medieval 

status quo is to misinterpret other aspects of what he taught with respect to the proper relations of 

powers and people. Aquinas also taught a theory of limited sovereignty which was just as important 

as his theory of the jurisdiction of descending orderliness. 44  He also directly challenged the 

increasing accumulation of property and wealth against the common good in the second estate.45 

Aquinas, today one of many normative authorities for Catholic orthodoxy, was something of a 

revolutionary in his time.  

 Aquinas in his writings on prudence, asks the question as to whether or not prudence is 

about one’s own good specifically or is it also the same as that which extends to the common 

 
43 For an examination of the University of Paris in the Middle Ages, see: William J. Courtenay, Rituals for the Dead: 

Religion and Community in the Medieval University of Paris (South Bend: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018). 

The University of Paris throughout the high and late medieval era was a strong source for intellectual and theological 

developments, not least of all through the popularization of Thomism.  
44 Thomas Aquinas has been called a republican at times for his usage or deployment of concepts such as limited 

sovereignty or popular will. For a helpful overview, see: James R. Stoner, Jr., “Was Thomas Aquinas a Republican?” 

Panel on “Religion and Politics,” at the Southern Political Science Association in New Orleans, Louisiana (Jan. 2007). 

https://faculty.lsu.edu/poston/files/talks/was-thomas-aquinas-a-republican.pdf. Realistically, it seems that the term 

‘republican’ seems too loose to be applied to Aquinas even though republicanism shares many overlapping concerns. 
45 For a strong understanding on Thomas Aquinas’ theory of wealth, property, and property accumulation as well as 

limitations on these things, see: Hermann Chroust and Robert J. Affeldt, “The Problem of Private Property According 

to St. Thomas Aquinas,” Marquette Law Review 34, No. 2 (Winter 1950-51). 

https://faculty.lsu.edu/poston/files/talks/was-thomas-aquinas-a-republican.pdf
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good?46 On this he argues political prudence is directed to the common good of the political 

community; domestic economy is of such things as they relate to the common good of the 

household; and personal economy is concerned with things affecting the good of one person. These 

are, according to Aquinas, all distinct sciences and therefore are different kinds of prudence. That 

said, the species of habits differ according to the difference of the object when connected to its 

formal aspect. The formal aspect of all things directed to any end, he argues, is taken from the end 

itself wherefore they are directed to different ends. This, he concedes, means the individual good 

and the good of the family, as well as the good of the political community and the kingdom are all 

different ends, therefore. Ultimately, his argument limits prudence of this kind to the political 

community as it is political prudence, distinct from the prudence of an individual or the prudence 

of domestic homelife. Political prudence, however related to the other forms of prudence, is the 

one which is directed to the common good.  

 This is confusing at first because it implies that for Aquinas one’s own personal prudence, 

or the prudence of his or her homelife, is potentially at odds with the common good of the political 

community. That is true, but it is not so simple. Precisely by this limitation on the sovereign sphere 

of the political leader and their community—namely the king and the kingdom—he is making an 

argument against the possibility of tyranny, something well understood and to be avoided. It may 

appear at first to be a limitation primarily on the individual commoner (peasant, serf, slave), but it 

is actually the opposite. Aquinas again in his book On Kingship clarifies this problem. He says, 

“in those things which are directed to a goal, things can proceed rightly or not rightly.”47 Which is 

to say that the sovereign prince or king has through his ability to steer that community the equal 

ability to steer them wrongly or away from virtue toward vice. Because the king is responsible not 

 
46 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, II-II.Q47.A11. Dominican Province Translation Edition. 
47 Aquinas, “On Kingship,” Bk 1, Ch 1. 
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only for himself, but for his community—something not true of the commoner, except possibly 

over their family or household—each thing under the king is directed rightly only when ordered 

towards the common good and wrongly when against the welfare of the group, or the common 

good. Aquinas continues and makes it apparent what he means. He says, “if, therefore, an unjust 

rule is exercised by one man alone, who seeks his own advantage from that rule, not the good of 

the group subject to him, such a ruler is called a tyrant, a name derived from strength, since, indeed, 

he oppresses by his power; he does not rule by justice.”48 The basic argument he is making is one 

of the relationship between a limitation on political sovereignty and the common good, specifically 

from the perspective of an Aristotelian descending orderliness.   

 Aquinas attempts to justify in one tangible sense whether the Greeks and any other 

rebellious leader or group are eligible for rule if they are not under the jurisdiction of the Universal 

Church. He asks very specifically whether apostasy from the faith—as defined by the theology of 

the Latin Church—is a just reason for a prince or king to forfeit his rule over his subjects so that 

they are no longer bound to obey him.49 The answer is, of course, yes. He tells the story of many 

previous kings, such as the Pharaohs in Egypt or Emperor Julian the Apostate, and says it is of 

grave concern that the Church either nonexistent or in her infancy could not restrain the kings. But 

in the age which he writes, this is certainly the case. He says, “unbelief is not inconsistent with 

dominion” as defined by a domain of rulership, “since dominion was introduced by the ius 

gentium, which is a human law, whereas the distinction between believers and unbelievers is made 

according to Divine right, which does not cancel out human right.” But this said, he who sins “may 

be sentenced to the loss of his right of dominion.” The logic here is that the sin of apostasy, while 

not necessarily negating the dominion itself, negates the ability of the ruler to steer one towards 

 
48 Aquinas, “On Kingship,” Bk 1, Ch 1. 
49 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, II-II.Q12 On Apostasy. 
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that first noble principle he addresses in On Kingship. As they are apostates, they most certainly 

cannot rule in virtue and therefore have lost their ability to maintain the faith of the Church and 

therefore ennoble the domain towards God.  

 Aquinas’ argument regarding the ultimate balance of power between the spiritual and 

temporal is important here. He lays out very clearly what will be the basic pattern of dispute 

throughout the latter Middle Ages. Spiritual and temporal (secular) power, Aquinas says, “are both 

derived from the Divine power, and so [secular] power is subject to spiritual power insofar as this 

is ordered by God: that is, in those things which pertain to the salvation of the soul.”50 But this 

said, “those things which pertain to the civil good, the secular power should be obeyed before the 

spiritual, according to Matthew 22:21.” This is balanced in the sense he recognizes the domain of 

the two as distinct and that each sphere is fundamentally ordered to its own ends, but they should 

be in harmony. That in mind, he takes it further and makes it clear what he means when it comes 

to the balance of the papacy versus diverse temporal monarchies. He says this is all true, “unless, 

perhaps, the spiritual and secular powers are conjoined, as in the Pope, who holds the summit of 

both powers: that is, the spiritual and the secular, through the disposition of Him Who is both priest 

and king…”51 This statement is a justification for the normative ideal where the various kings and 

princes rule different domains in the world, the pope is the lord and king of the world. It is a 

defense of hierocracy as paradigmatic and orthodox.  

 This is imperative to understand because Aquinas sets the discourse of how arguments on 

good governance are defined by the limitations on and relationship between the two orders of 

life—spiritual and temporal. The dispute between Giles of Rome (ca. 1243-1316, also known as 

 
50 Thomas Aquinas, “Scripta super libros sententiarum” II, Dist. 44, Q3. In Political Writings, trans. R.W. Dyson 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 277-79. 
51 Aquinas, “Scripta super libros sententiarum” II, Dist. 44, Q3. 
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Aegidius Romanus or Egidio Colonna) on the side of Pope Boniface VIII and John of Paris (ca. 

1255-1306, also known as Jean Quidort de Paris) on the side of King Philip IV of France is over 

this issue. Theirs is a dispute which defines the infamous Franco-Papal controversy leading to the 

even more infamous encyclical defining papal hierocracy, Unam Sanctam. Often understood as a 

dispute between the Augustinian Neoplatonism of Giles of Rome on Ecclesiastical Power and the 

Aristotelian Thomism of John of Paris on Royal and Papal Power, this is a complete 

mischaracterization. Rather than being a non-Aristotelian Augustinianism, Giles was quite taken 

by Aristotle and wrote in favor of him frequently—especially in De regimine principum, an earlier 

text which negates this mischaracterization. The problems Aquinas laid out are of fundamental 

importance here, as virtually all of the western theological and political theorists of the late 

thirteenth and fourteenth century are grappling with them.  

 In the Middle Ages, Janet Coleman noted, literary texts had a pedagogical purpose. They 

were meant to “instruct, exhort, and, ultimately, to inspire readers to reform social practice, by 

which was meant the behavior of Church officials and the politically and economically 

powerful.”52  Perhaps there was no genre more important to the latter, the economically and 

politically powerful, than what is commonly called the mirror of princes.53 This particular type of 

literature was meant specifically to instruct the rulers on how best to rule in light of the commonly 

understood worldview of the Middle Ages, the “medieval system” described by Otto von Gierke.54 

Perhaps, also, there is no text in this genre more influential than De regimine principum by Giles 

of Rome. This particular text was well read throughout the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth 

 
52 Janet Coleman, English Literature in History, 1350-1400: Medieval Readers and Writers (London, 1981), 16. 
53 Perhaps the most famous mirror of princes, and a foundational text in influencing Aquinas, was: John of Salisbury, 

Policraticus, trans. Cary Nederman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
54 Otto von Gierke, Political Theories of the Middle Ages (Martino Fine Books, 1881; Reprinted in the Public Domain), 

I, 4. 



42 

 

centuries. It is, primarily, an Aristotelian defense of the status quo wherein princes should be 

granted their right to property and authority by virtue of their goodness and heredity. Giles’ 

argument led Stephen Rigby to describe De regimine as a “theodicy of privilege.”55  

 The text itself was composed around 1280 for then-prince Philip IV of France. It is first 

and foremost an articulation for the princes that they should, while studying and thinking in Latin, 

learn the vernacular and how to rule those who only speak in the vernacular, suggesting that their 

role in the second estate is to maintain the order of the other two.56 Rigby mentions that the two 

main sources for Giles in his writing this text were Aristotle’s Ethics, Rhetoric, and Politics as 

well as Aquinas’ On Kingship, which help him form the basis of a descending orderliness with 

respect to the temporal sphere’s participation in the spiritual one to maintain and secure the 

perfection of it. Giles’ text makes a defense not only of monarchy in general, but hereditary 

monarchy in particular to maintain as few disputes as possible with respect to the permanence of 

the sacramental or divine order.  

 According to Giles, a critical lesson we learn from Nature is the fact that temporal plurality, 

or diversity, is superior over temporal unity. Against the Platonic notion of a superior or higher 

unity, Giles believed diversity is apparently superior in the fact that different things were all present 

to our senses and it was an obvious establishment by the will of God. This was a temporal 

argument, though it appears spiritual. He believed that the Platonists of his era misunderstood 

“unity” as uniformity and not necessarily an underlying unity. This led Platonists of the past to 

frequently argue for some sort of hegemony or monoculture. Giles believed that the temporal 

sphere was best highlighted by the plurality of diverse things, peoples, and places and that precisely 

 
55 Stephen Rigby, “Aristotle for Aristocrats and Poets: Giles of Rome’s De Regimine principum as Theodicy of 

Privilege.” The Chaucer Review 46, No 3 (2012): 259-313. 
56 Giles of Rome, On Ecclesiastical Power: A Medieval Theory of World Government (Records of Western Civilization 

Series), trans. R.W. Dyson (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 2,2.7-8.; cf. Rigby, 264. 
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for this reason the preferred form of government was a monarchy ruled by a single head in order 

to handle this plurality consciously. To Giles, unity understood as distinct from uniformity, was 

an ideal and therefore something to be striven for—never realized here on earth, only in heaven. 

Plurality, for this reason, was indeed something to be loved and cherished, but it was a threat to 

the established and preferred order sanctioned by God through the Church. Diversity was not a 

strength, it was a threat—or a beautiful challenge indeed ordained by God.  

 This provides the foundational agenda for Giles’ text: a defense of hierarchy. Hierarchy, 

to Giles, was the organizing framework of his cosmology and defined the relationship between all 

plurality in the temporal world. This sense of hierarchy provided Giles the basis to define not only 

individual morality, but also a defense of the growing inequality of his age—in that the princes of 

the world deserved their property because of their moral superiority.57 Following Aristotle and 

Aquinas, Giles held that man was essentially a social and political animal and therefore had to be 

“companable” (sociable) in comparison to other beasts.58 What he means by this is that humans 

are necessarily in communion and, like Aquinas argued, need to be held in common through some 

sort of primary goal. That goal, like Aquinas believed, was to serve God and the Church. But 

differently from Aquinas, Giles argues that the proper dynamic of the status quo is something also 

to be held as a foundational social goal. He, fearing the reality of plurality being a threat to the 

established goal of unity, saw an increase in class tensions in his time: namely, the poor were 

envious of the rich and the rich were loathsome and hateful of the poor. This class antagonism, to 

Giles, was something he saw as potentially catastrophic to social harmony.  

 Giles makes an argument with respect to this problem which very could be made in defense 

of the rich today. He was well aware of arguments from the past which favored the common 

 
57 Rigby, “Aristotle for Aristocrats and Poets,” 273. 
58 Rigby, “Aristotle for Aristocrats and Poets,” 274. 
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ownership of property and the sharing of wealth—which he ascribes to those who follow Plato too 

rigidly. The rich, he believes in following Aristotle, deserve their wealth because of two reasons: 

1) their heredity—superior genes (in modern categories), as strong animals breed strong animals; 

and 2) moral superiority due to this heredity. In his mind, this is a charitable and pro-peasant 

argument. He mentions that the wealth of the nobility is not thusly what makes them noble, rather 

their nobility is what makes them wealthy. It is the difference between plutocracy, wherein wealth 

is the justification for rule, and aristocracy, wherein heredity is the justification for rule. It is the 

kind of argument which is still made in defense of the rich.59 Further, Giles makes the argument 

that the poor can be noble in spirit, believing this to be a charitable thought. He argues that Christ 

made us all equal in spirit, but not in body or station—a hierarchy which is sanctioned by the 

Church and guarded by the princes of the world. But the poor can, despite this, raise themselves 

up in spirit and become noble in a sense. He believed that tyrants and ill-mannered nobles were 

sick in spirit but this in no sense justified any redistribution of property—or, to use his concept, 

social justice required “proportionate equality,” or, more accurately, inequality.60  

 Though Giles, writing for Philip IV as a prince, was defending the monarchy and inequality 

with vigor, he makes the argument with respect to how the king should seek counsel, against any 

pretense a king is infallible. His belief was that while the monarch has “royal rule” he is 

fundamentally under the jurisdiction of the faith—something which becomes increasingly 

important in his next text—and therefore must recognize the authority of others with respect to 

how they influence a monarch’s decisions. He makes the distinction between “civil” and “royal” 

rule, which is that the former is fundamentally based on the counsel of experts and the rule of law 

 
59 Annalyn Kurtz, “Your Genes May Predict How Wealthy You Are,” Fortune (February 28, 2017). 
60 Giles of Rome, On Ecclesiastical Power: A Medieval Theory of World Government (Records of Western Civilization 

Series), trans. R.W. Dyson (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 28, 55-60, 187, 375, 388.; cf. Rigby, 276. 
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itself, whereas the latter is the ultimate jurisdiction of the sovereign monarch. While it is true that 

the king needs the counsel of others, Giles sees the king as possessing the most virtue with respect 

to prudence and justice in comparison to everyone else, and therefore for this reason he has the 

ultimate authority and jurisdiction over the domain. It is the sovereign’s job to secure the common 

good but also to even articulate what the common good itself is. Interestingly, this claim, as 

extravagant as it may seem, is precisely what brings Giles to later defend a king of kings against 

lesser kings: the pope. The hierarchy, after all, descends in authority. Authority, ultimately, 

belongs to one. The one it belongs to, ultimately, is the pope. That is the hierocratic formula. 

SEPARATIONISTS AND HIEROCRATS ON THE ORDERS OF POWER 

 

Defending hierarchy was hardly controversial for a writer in the entirety of the Middle Ages. There 

are few influential egalitarians throughout the period. But defending a hierarchy is different from 

defending the hierarchy—despite almost every model situating God at its height. There is no 

shortage of controversies throughout the entire story of Christianity wherein the hierarchy is 

contested. Be it Henry IV placed in submission to the pope, or the various heretics who questioned 

the claims of the Church in the East or the West, disagreements were abundant. But even with 

these disagreements there usually was a sense that hierarchy itself was not only normative, but it 

was also justified. The question of a justified hierarchy almost always rested upon the relationship 

of the two powers. Even when the Reform movements grew at the end of the late Middle Ages, 

thinkers such as Petr Chelčický did not question that the two powers were valid, he questioned the 

role of the pope and the emperor as personal or institutional representatives of them. The powers, 

throughout most of the medieval era from the seventh century until the fifteenth century, remained 

intact as a matter of principle. The shift, ultimately resulting in their breakdown, was not in their 

relationship per se, it was in their union. Separation of powers, or an opposition to hierocracy 
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which implied severance beyond distinction, would rupture the status quo.   

 The Franco-Papal dispute of the late thirteenth and early fourteenth century perfectly 

provides such an episode to argue that the imagined union of the powers, in fact, broke down. The 

conflict manages to maintain the multitude of issues with respect to the balance of power and the 

constitutive parts of the Roman social imaginary. There are very few texts we can find that question 

the generic worldview of Otto von Gierke’s “medieval system” until this episode, which has led 

some to believe that it is indeed a watershed moment in ecclesiastical and European history.61 It 

marks the moment of a sharp decline of papal power over the territorial Latin West. 62  This 

particular event can be summarized in what Walter Ullmann called a critique of the papacy’s self-

understanding of their unitary “monarchical principle.”63 Wherein power is centralized under one 

specific authority and the principle of unity is upheld regarding the jurisdiction of sovereigns, this 

episode splits political parties into two distinct camps with competitive monarchical centers. 

Though indeed there was always a competitive and sometimes hostile dynamic between the papacy 

and the Germans in the Investiture Controversy for example, the Franco-Papal dispute was a much 

clearer articulation of the separation of the two powers applied to institutions. The separation of 

the two powers, being the underlying conceptual struggle which defines the controversy, has two 

positions which are institutionally backed: royal and papal.  

 Papal claims to power were encapsulated in the concept of plenitudo potestatis, the fullness 

 
61 Francis Oakley, The Watershed of Modern Politics: Law, Virtue, Kingship, and Consent (1300-1650) (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2015).; cf. Joseph Canning, Conciliarism, Humanism, and Law: Justifications of Authority and 

Power, c. 1400-c.1520 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021). 
62 John Julius Norwich, Absolute Monarchs: A History of the Papacy (New York: Random House, 2011), 197-201. 

Norwich concludes that after Pope Celestine V, who preceded Boniface VIII, a mutual hostility between temporal and 

spiritual monarchs was fostered. Celestine, a weaker pope politically, was significantly different from the domineering 

Boniface. Today, thoughts on Celestine have shifted from him being dominated or weak to being as Ignazio Silone 

said, “a humble Christian.” Even more recently, Pope Benedict XVI visited the tomb of Celestine, kissing it three 

times. It is, to Silone’s image, that Celestine is being recast as the story of a humble Christian. 
63 Walter Ullmann, “Leo I and the Theme of Papal Primacy,” in The Journal of Theological Studies 11 (New Series) 

(1960), 25-51; 34. 
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of power, held uniquely by the papacy. This meant that the power of the papacy spanned across 

not only the spiritual sphere but the temporal one—a term enshrining papal sovereignty in Pope 

Innocent III’s decretals.64 Royal claims to power were specifically based on heredity and wealth, 

surrounded by the mystery of courtly drama and the laws by which each regional kingdom was 

governed. These two positions were rarely (or less frequently) in open conflict with respect to their 

first principles; both typically agreed on matters of origin of power, descension of power, even the 

distinction of the two powers themselves, and who held power within the two powers. Instead, 

when they were in conflict—and they were, many times—it was usually about money, territory, 

and the desire of temporal rulers (i.e. a prince or king) to control who was installed in the ecclesial 

hierarchy or against one another. In other words, it was often about influence. Through the dispute 

of King Philip IV of France and Pope Boniface VIII between 1296 and 1303 an explosion of debate 

erupted which completely ensnared the intelligentsia of both the Church and the French royal 

court. This tract war specifies principles of sovereignty and authority of the empire, Church, and, 

perhaps as an early example in such an important way, the nation.  

 There was an anecdote made popular in England at the time which now is said commonly 

to encapsulate the entirety of this dispute. Pierre Flotte, Philip’s chancellor and an ambassador to 

the pope, said to Boniface rather boldly, “your power is verbal, ours, however, is real.”65 This 

perhaps is an early episode wherein realism comes into conflict with idealism, influenced by the 

nominalism of the day. The dispute, from the perspective of modern historians, has been split into 

 
64 Brian Tierney, “A Conciliar Theory of the Thirteenth Century,” in The Catholic Historical Review 36, No. 4 (Jan 

1951): 415-440. In this article Tierney offers the notion that already brewing before the schism was a sense of 

conciliarism in the work of Hostiensis (Henry of Segusio, 1200-1271). He rests this on the notion of plenitudo 

potestatis as the underlying structure for a participative pars principans with respect to the corporate body of the 

mystical church. Therefore, there needs to be checks and balances with respect to the fullness of power. Tierney makes 

the case that this was a hidden influence on Marsilius of Padua a half century later. 
65 William Rishanger, Chronica, ed. Henry Thomas Riley, Rolls Series, 28, 2 (Millwood, NY: Kraus reprints, 1983), 

197-8; and Thomas of Walsingham, Ypodigma Neustriae, ed. Henry Thomas Riley, Rolls Series, 28, 7 (Wiesbaden: 

Lessing-Druckerei, 1965), 217-18. 
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two distinct camps with some varying shades between them: the hierocrats (papal) and the 

separationists (royal).66 The hierocratic position’s descending orderliness begins at the point of 

absolute unity, deriving its source in God, and is reflected in the Church on earth and through the 

personage of the pope who has the fullness of power. It is political Augustinianism synthesized 

with the Scholastic Aristotelianism of Thomas Aquinas having direct claims on the pope’s lordship 

over the world.67 The separationist model is the notion that the two spheres are distinct and while 

there may indeed be harmony between them, it is imperative to recognize their distinction despite 

their original source in God. Against Thomas Aquinas’ fusion of the pope as a person with 

temporal and spiritual authority, separationists hold the pope’s authority is merely spiritual. Within 

the hierocratic and separationist models there is an important distinction with respect to the laity. 

For hierocrats, the laity is necessarily subordinate, and it relates to jurisdiction. Because the pope 

has full jurisdiction over the entire world, the clergy by extension has jurisdiction over the laity. 

The separationist model on the other hand stresses the fundamental difference between clergy and 

laity as being both derived from God but existing in parallel rather than through the hierocratic 

argument from in descending orderliness.68 The pope, to separationists, is a spiritual ruler and 

therefore has only jurisdiction over spiritual matters. The clergy, by extension, are also only 

afforded this authority as they derive their authority in the same, but lesser way.  

 The French monarchy during the thirteenth century had seen a tremendous increase in their 

own power. This came through institutional centralization and property confiscation, ultimately 

 
66 Joseph Canning, Ideas of Power in the Late Middle Ages, 1296-1417 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2011), 11-60. Canning calls what we describe as ‘separationists’ dualists. We chose not to go with this terminology 

because of the word ‘dualist’ or ‘dualism’ having a distinct meaning outside of the separationist framework. 
67 See: Thomas Aquinas, “On Kingship, to the King of Cyprus,” in Political Writings, trans. R.W. Dyson, (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004), Bk 1, Ch. 1; and Aquinas, Scripta super libros sententiarum II, Dist. 44, Q3. In 

Political Writings, trans. R.W. Dyson. 
68 Canning, Ideas of Power in the Late Middle Ages, 1296-1417, 12. This separationism is not only present in power, 

but also in Thomas Aquinas’ sense of a dualism between nature and society.  
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redistributing property to better-allied nobility with House Capet. Further, the monarchy had 

gotten in the habit of influencing the appointment of friendly bishops because the papacy had 

House Capet as one of its closest allies in the ever-present game against the German Sacrum 

Imperium.69 While no French monarch had ever publicly rejected the logic of the Donation of 

Constantine, they never had any reason to prior to this. The relationship between the French kings 

and the papacy was comparably favorable; the relationship with the French monarchy and the 

German empire, on the other hand, was often hostile.70 Therefore it is important to understand that 

the hierocratic versus separationist models, which are central to the dispute, are mostly 

inconsequential before this even if they already existed in the general milieu. Where it is plausible 

the French monarchs, their court, and nobles were separationists while the papacy and the 

episcopacy were hierocrats, it was not a significant political challenge.  

 Hierocrats and separationists naturally perceived the dispute as the fault of the other party. 

It broke out in two separate episodes. First, and less importantly, the papacy wanted to protect 

Church property from taxation due to their belief canon law was being neglected in favor of secular 

laws. The English monarch Edward I and Philip IV had been taxing their clergy respectively to 

fund war campaigns against the other. The Church broadly condemned intra-Christian warfare for 

many centuries, famous in the medieval Peace and Truce of God movement.71 The clergy made 

 
69 Canning, Ideas of Power, 13. 
70 Chris Jones, Eclipse of Empire? Perceptions of the Western Empire and its Rulers in Late-Medieval France 

(Belgium: Brepols Press, 2007), 259-340. Jones discusses how the Franks throughout the middle ages specifically 

constructed and projected their identity in opposition to the Empire at virtually every stage after Charlemagne. Ever 

since the Treaty of Verdun in 843, there has been what historians called, “French-German enmity.” The two have been 

in consistent competition with each other, and though in the postwar world typically emphasis is made on Franco-

English rivalries through the Hundred Years War or the ownership of Brittany, the historical emphasis really is on 

French-German rivalry. For further reading, see: Ulrich Krotz, History and Foreign Policy in France and Germany 

(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). 
71 On Catholic peace building throughout the medieval era, see: Gorges Duby and Philippe Ariès, A History of Private 

Life: Revelations of the Medieval World (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988).; cf. Roland H. Bainton, 

Christian Attitudes Towards War and Peace: A Historical Survey and Critical Re-evaluation, (New York: Abingdon 

Press, 1960).; Thomas Head, The Peace of God: Social Violence and Religious Response in France Around the Year 

1000 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992). 
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this apparent to their officials and it was said that both Edward and Philip were infringing upon a 

decree from the Fourth Lateran Council (1215).72 This decree stated that taxation of the clergy was 

only possible with the distinct approval of the papacy which they did not have. This so-called 

abuse, before Boniface, was common but he made it a specific issue because it was his belief that 

Christian monarchs owed their service to once again resume crusades against Islam. Crusades, as 

we shall see in the later councils, are a tool the papacy has to reassert the Roman social imaginary 

against emergent particularist identitarians in competition with one another or with the papacy. 

This strategy was part of the logic of crusading the entire time.  

 It is important to note that during this time the final expulsion of the crusaders in the Holy 

Land occurred in 1291, and only five years later Boniface issued Clericos laicos, which forbade 

secular rulers from taxing clergy without specific reference to either the French or English kings. 

By 1297, Boniface had issued Esti de statu which in effect exempted Philip from these sanctions 

on taxation, all but acknowledging the practice. Boniface was worried, according to Joseph 

Canning, about the principle of the liberty of the Church (libertas ecclesiae), following the 

Gregorian Reform. The threat to the Church in this sense was that its universality would be 

threatened by capture from particular identities. From Philip’s perspective, he was more concerned 

with the inverse: that the transregional or universal character of the clergy was a direct threat on 

his sovereignty. If a sovereign could not tax his clergy, what sovereignty did he have, really? This 

all set the stage for the second dispute which had profound ramifications and ultimately created 

the conditions for the western papal schism which dominated the ecclesiastical politics of the 

fourteenth century.  

 The second dispute, probably more famous today, circles around the two issues: libertas 

 
72 Canning, Ideas of Power, 14. 
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ecclesiae and monarchic sovereignty, issues related to canon law and papal jurisdiction. In 1301, 

Philip had Bernard Saisset, the Bishop of Pamier, arrested and tried for heresy as well as treason 

against France. Though held in ecclesiastical custody, it was revealed that this was at the order of 

King Philip which outraged the pope. Boniface believed, against these actions, that only the pope 

had the jurisdiction to arrest an ecclesiarch under canon law. Canning believes that Boniface could 

have ignored the issue but chose to tackle it head on, and this ultimately was the pretext by which 

Boniface revoked the exemptions he granted Philip in Esti de statu.73 Boniface called a council in 

Rome to discuss the overreach of Philip, treating the king’s rule as a matter of ecclesiastical 

concern. By December 1301 Boniface issued the highly patronizing bull Ausculta fili, which 

translates to “Listen, Son” implying that Philip was under his authority as both his spiritual father 

and temporal king. Boniface in this bull made it clear that the French king was subject to the pope 

in both temporal and spiritual matters, but it is possible at this point Boniface is still acknowledging 

the precept of power separation: namely, that the two spheres are distinct—even if he is arguing 

one is subordinate to the other. This document sent the court in Paris into a frenzy and Philip was 

advised to rebuke it publicly through the scathing response Sciat tua maxima fatuitas (May Your 

Very Great Fatuity Know). Philip called the first historical Estates General at Paris in April 1302 

which formally condemned Boniface and put political pressure on French ecclesiastics to stop 

supporting his papacy as well ignoring further calls to councils in Rome. Boniface received word 

quickly and issued, in response, one of the most important papal bulls in history: Unam Sanctam.  

 In November 1302, Unam Sanctam made it very clear that the separationist model was not 

supported by Boniface and the hierocratic model was the only acceptable one moving forward. 

Boniface’s argument started from the principle of absolute unity, describing the Church as the 

 
73 Canning, Ideas of Power, 15. 
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mystical body of Christ in both a juristic and corporate sense. Christ, our King, had one and only 

one representative on earth: the pope. Therefore, the fullness of power simply and truly must exist 

only in the papacy and all challenges are fundamentally rebuked by this principle fact. Utilizing 

the two swords interpretation of Bernard of Clairvaux the temporal is merely derived from the 

spiritual and does not exist independently or in parallel. The bull famously ended with the 

statement, “we declare, state, define and pronounce that it is entirely necessary for salvation that 

every human creature be subject to the Roman pontiff.”74 These words, as is widely known, are 

derived from Aquinas’ speech Contra errores Graecorum, used a few decades before in 1271 at 

the Second Council of Lyon to both chastise and subordinate the Greek Palaiologan dynasty and 

Constantinopolitan Patriarchate to Rome. This came to a head when in April 1303 Boniface 

excommunicated everyone involved in separating French clerics from Rome. By September, King 

Philip and his primary counselor Guillaume de Nogaret were excommunicated. Nogaret responded 

and led an attack on Boniface at his palace in Anagni. The French demanded the resignation of 

Boniface but he said he would sooner die than do this. Famously, it is said Sciarra Colonna, who 

was with Nogaret, slapped Boniface—known as the schiaffo di Anagni (the Anagni slap). Boniface 

was captured and beaten nearly to death but freed three days later where he would die within the 

month.75 This type of ‘real’ potency demonstrated the essence of the separationist solution. The 

separationist solution was fundamentally in opposition to the hierocratic on first principles 

regarding the union of the powers and their respective institutions. The issue, then, is about 

separating them.  

 The Franco-Papal controversy demonstrates that the hierocratic model as the papal 

 
74 Canning, Ideas of Power, 17. 
75 Wendy Reardon, The Deaths of the Popes: Comprehensive Accounts, Including Funerals, Burial Places, and 

Epitaphs (McFarland and Company, 2010), 120. 
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ideology did not hold. Though certainly the papal monarchy had tremendous potency during this 

period, it seems apparent that this was not universally understood by other rulers in the way it was 

self-understood by the papacy. The failure to make the French monarchy submit to this authority 

demonstrates how a sense of particularism resists universalism. The French royalist position is not 

generally considered an example of nationalism, but some scholars have indeed argued this period 

was critical in French premodern nationalism’s emergence through the Hundred Years War.76 

Equally, or perhaps even more important in its emergence, is the monarchy insisting on its own 

sovereignty against the jurisdiction of the papacy’s more-universal claims. Separating the powers 

first verbally helped later separate them for real. 

JOHN OF PARIS AND THE FOUNDATIONS OF THE CONCILIAR THEORY 

 

The Franco-Papal dispute over the spiritual and temporal had tremendous implications for politics 

not only in the kingdom of France, but also in the broader Latin West. It also had a long lifespan 

influencing Gallicanism and the concept of a ‘national church’. This dispute set off a firestorm of 

major and minor tracts which set the stage for the entire conciliar question. How does the pope 

relate to kings? How does the pope relate to the emperor? How does the pope relate to councils? 

Who has ultimate sovereignty and what is the sovereign’s jurisdiction? The entire next century is 

set ablaze by this controversy as Pope Clement V, who followed Boniface, moved the papacy to 

Avignon and in a very real sense “captured” the institution for House Capet. 77  Out of this 

 
76  For a theory of nationalism related to the Hundred Years War, see: Adrian Hastings, The Construction of 

Nationhood: Ethnicity, Religion, and Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
77 Though Avignon at the end of the twelfth century had declared itself an independent republic, by 1251 it was forced 

to submit to the younger brothers of King Louis VIII, Louis IX and Charles of Anjou. They descended through the 

female line of the Marquis and Count of Provence and this claim was ultimately passed down to Philip IV of France 

who would help establish the Avignon Papacy. In 1290 the sole inheritor of the city was Charles II of Naples. All of 

these people were of the greater House Capet through the Anjou line. Thus, though it was independent from the 

Kingdom of France and indeed Philip IV, it was still deeply held by their royal line. During the reign of Louis XI 

(1461-1483), it was incorporated into the Kingdom of France. 
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controversy, also, emerged the fundamental conciliar cause du jour—that there would need to be 

a general council to check the power of the papacy and settle the competing parties in Avignon 

and Rome. Conciliarism, first, was a practical response to an immediate political crisis; second, 

and more ultimately, it was a general theory relating to the relationship of institutions to the two 

powers themselves. The Franco-Papal controversy, resulting in Avignon captivity, was the crisis 

which set the conditions for the conciliar movement to grow.  

 To effectively make this case we must examine De potestate regia et papali (1301-2) of 

John of Paris, a tract focused on the separation of royal and papal powers—standing in as a 

separation of the temporal and spiritual. John of Paris, today known for this controversy, is slowly 

being recognized as one of the most influential thinkers in the late Middle Ages. He is, in our 

treatment, critical for the emergence of nationalism. But others, such as Michael Breidenbach, 

have argued John is among the first major theorists to argue prototypically for the separation of 

Church and State.78 Bettina Koch and Joseph Canning have discussed that in the Franco-Papal 

dispute John is arguing something altogether novel: that the Donation of Constantine—still 

considered viable at this time—does not apply to France.79 John of Paris, in his time, was relatively 

uncontroversial, especially compared to Marsilius of Padua who in fact argued for a formal 

separation of Church and State not long afterwards. But by the sixteenth century John was the 

source for highly controversial Gallicans who were attempting to construct an argument for a 

national church in France sovereign from papal control.80 De potestate was not actually translated 

 
78 Michael Breidenbach, Our Dear-Bought Liberty: Catholics and Religious Toleration in Early America (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2021), 8. 
79 Bettina Koch, “Against Empire? John of Paris’ Defense of Territorial Secular Power Considered in Context,” in 

John of Paris: Beyond Royal and Papal Power, ed. Chris Jones (Belgium: Brepols Publisher, 2015). This is partially 

argued in Brian Tierney, Foundations of the Conciliar Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1955), 157-

178. Tierney makes the point that Joannes Andreae (d. 1348) followed John of Paris almost verbatim in his argument 

on the papacy’s domain, but not on the Donation of Constantine. 
80 Chris Jones, “Introduction” in John of Paris: Beyond Royal and Papal Power, ed. Chris Jones (Belgium: Brepols 

Publisher, 2015), 14. Though not translated into the vernacular until the fifteenth century, it was widely spread through 
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into French from Latin until the fifteenth century, though two hundred years old at the time.81 By 

the fifteenth century, national consciousness had grown tremendously for the Franks following the 

Avignon Papacy, the Hundred Years War, the discovery of the New World, and the collapse of 

the Florentine Union.82 John of Paris helped form, by laying the foundations of Gallicanism, the 

framework for France as a Micro-Christendom.  

 John of Paris, when distinguishing between royal and papal power, was responding directly 

to Giles of Rome’s text on the papal monarchy as a theory for world governance.83 Giles’ argument 

in De regimine principum, written for Philip as a prince, argued in favor of temporal monarchy 

justifying Philip’s (and other aristocrats) hereditary rights. When he wrote De ecclesiastica 

potestate, against Philip as a king, he argued even above him is the pope (who is a king) and 

therefore, adhering to his principle of descending orderliness, the papacy resides as king above all 

temporal monarchies. Indeed, the pope as a king over kings then has jurisdiction over the entire 

world and that is precisely what Giles believed. De ecclesiastica potestate has been called by its 

translator, R.W. Dyson, a “theory of world government.”84 It would be easy to suggest that Giles 

changed his mind between writing for young Prince Philip and King Philip, but the difference is a 

 
France in Latin. It was the Gallicans between 1506-1683 who produced six unique editions cementing him as a father 

of their movement to establish a sovereign church from papal jurisdiction. 
81 Jones, “Introduction” in John of Paris, 13. 
82 Consider Benedict Anderson’s position on national consciousness. It was his belief that national consciousness 

arose out of the production of culture, most specifically in the production of culture in the common vernacular. Though 

indeed John of Paris’ text was not translated immediately into the vernacular, by the next century it had been. Because 

of this, it gained tremendous popularity and became as it says above one of the primary sources for Gallicanism in the 

century after, precisely out of this sense of France-resisting-Empire. Here is an example before the printing press 

where vernacular translations and publications proved to furnish a sense of national consciousness well before the 

modern period Anderson believes is foundational to nationalism. 
83 Giles of Rome, On Ecclesiastical Power: A Medieval Theory of World Government, ed. R.W. Dyson (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2004). This is the text to which John is responding. It is a firm articulation of the 

hierocratic model which proposed the pope as the king of the world. Argued from an Aristotelian point of view, 

monarchy is the only proper form of government and the papacy, ruling over the spiritual realm which is placed over 

the temporal realm, is its only proper monarch. Therefore, he has jurisdiction over all parties. 
84 This is the English language subtitle R.W. Dyson gave to Giles’ text. 
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matter of genre, not worldview.85 In the writings to young Philip, Giles operated specifically in the 

temporal framework; in the writings against Philip he wrote from the most ultimate perspective, 

defending divine order. Because of this, Giles had no problem explaining how in effect the two 

orders are not distinct per se, rather they fit the normative hierocratic paradigm wherein the pope 

is king over all princes and king of the world, operating as spiritual father and supreme governor 

over the world itself. In the writing for young Philip, Giles defended the beauty and value of 

diversity-in-unity. In this new text, Giles defended Unity-itself. Again, in his text for Philip as a 

prince, it was on royals in general and for royals in particular; in his tract attacking Philip as a 

king, it was still in defense of kings only in deference to a still-higher monarch: the Vicar of Christ. 

 John of Paris, contra Giles of Rome, went in another direction. He did not focus on the 

matter or good customs of royalty as such, but where authority is derived for royals. He focused 

squarely on the two powers. He argued,  

If, however, the priest is greater than the prince in dignity and absolutely, he should not be 

greater in everything. For the relationship between the lesser secular power and the greater 

spiritual power is not such that it originates and derives from it [...]. The secular power is 

in some things greater than the spiritual power, namely in temporals and in this respect it 

is not subject to it in any way because it does not derive its origin from it, but both derive 

their origin immediately from one supreme power, namely the divine, on account of which 

the inferior is not subject to the superior in all things but only in those in which the supreme 

power has subjected it to the greater [...]. The priest is therefore greater than the prince in 

spiritual matters and conversely the prince in temporals, although the priest is simply 

greater insofar as the spiritual is greater than the temporal.86 

 
85 When Philip IV was a young child, Giles of Rome wrote De regimine principum which argued that Philip, like all 

monarchs, is the proper sovereign over his territory. It is tempting therefore to see that text and On Ecclesiastical 

Power as conflicting, but no modern scholar sees it this way. Precisely because one is a mirror of princes, a 

pedagogical text for rulers, and the other is about world governance, a theory of governance itself, they are simply 

different genres with different purposes. In On Ecclesiastical Power, the pope is the king over all kings, while any 

regional king is a king only of his particular territory. 
86 John of Paris, On Royal and Papal Power, trans. J.A. Watt (Vatican: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1971), 

Ch. V, 93-94.; cf. Bleienstein edition, 88-89.  
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John attempted to make this case by appealing to, in a systematic way before the broader 

conciliarist movement had emerged, a protoconciliar argument. Situating his position within the 

relationship of the two powers, he also appeals to the problem of unity and diversity. For him, 

though the pope represented an authority of the spiritual power, he is arguably a greater power in 

the larger ecclesiastical body or, even still further, the entirety of the Church. He describes this as, 

Although it is the highest power in one person [i.e. the Pope], there is however equal or 

greater power in the college [of cardinals] or the whole Church. Or it can be said that he 

can be deposed by the college or even more, with divine authority, by a general council 

whose consent is supposed and presumed for a deposition, where there is clear scandal and 

the head is incorrigible.87 

This protoconciliarist view refutes the idea that the summa virtus creatio—the highest power—

could not be removed by another created power. Or, to put it more bluntly, a council could depose 

a pope in John’s framework. This is an important feature of his argument as he attempted to 

challenge the hierocratic paradigm wherein the pope is the lord of the world, as Giles argued and 

was normative for many before him. Rather, John held that the pope was at minimum equal to but 

practically below the general council in the hierarchy. Indeed, the pope must submit to the will of 

the whole Church. Again, John was less concerned about good practices than he was about the 

principles of power himself. Those principles of power, being questioned as such, would result in 

further questions about good customs.  

 John was, like Giles in his writings for young Philip, defending diversity-in-unity.88 He 

certainly believed in the principle of Unity, much like Giles, but did not see this as a reality in the 

temporal world. He contended, 

 
87 John of Paris, On Royal and Papal Power, Ch. XXV, 250.; cf. Bleienstein, 207. 
88 Tierney believes that John of Paris does not give up the principle of Unity within his framework. Rather, he 

emphasizes diversity-in-unity. It is what Giles of Rome did with respect to the diversity of kings; only in On 

Ecclesiastical Power, Giles emphasizes Unity over this diversity. 
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There is thus no necessity for all the faithful to come together in some one common polity, 

but according to the diversity of climate, language, and condition of men, there can be 

diverse ways of life and diverse polities, and what is virtuous in one people is not virtuous 

in another.89 

The idea of a world government ruled by one office, which Giles was proffering would be the 

papacy, was untenable to John.  The two powers for John dictated the orders of life that power was 

rooted in one ultimate source. Further, spiritual power was merely verbal and therefore could not 

actually challenge the rule of temporal kingship. John argued that any such desire for Universal 

Empire should be held in mind with Augustine’s warning that any great empire, should it not be 

primarily rooted in justice, is merely the biggest pirate in a sea of pirates.  

 John in De potestatis regali, like Giles in De regimine principum, took up the issue of 

property and jurisdiction. This indeed was central to his argument against Giles. He makes the 

critical distinction between ownership (dominium) and jurisdiction. He said, 

It is not the same to have proprietorship and ownership in exterior things as to have 

jurisdiction, that is the right of discerning what is just and unjust in them, just as princes 

have the power of judging and discerning as regards the goods of their subjects although 

they do not have ownership of the thing itself.90 

This commentary on proprietorship and ownership is critical. John attempted to make the case that 

while the papacy will claim to have ownership over their ecclesiastical properties, they have 

neither jurisdiction nor ownership—responding directly to the controversy between Pope Boniface 

and King Philip. This is not a radical argument. It was roughly contemporary with the dispute 

between the spiritual and conventual Franciscans and the even more radical application of 

voluntary property in the Waldensian movement.91 This is what sets up his argument with respect 

 
89 John of Paris, On Royal and Papal Power, Ch. XXV, 250. 
90 John of Paris, On Royal and Papal Power, Ch. VIII, 106.; cf. Bleienstein, 84. 
91 John of Paris discusses this in great detail in Chs. VII-XI. It is more or less foundational to his argument against 

papal claims on not just lay property, but temporality at all. He begins first with a criticism of property ownership and 

ends up with the argument that even though Christ had jurisdiction over property, the Church does not. 
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to the Donation of Constantine, generally used to justify papal ownership of not only ecclesiastical 

property, but territorial property as well.  

 John believed in more than what would become a conciliarist tenet that a council can 

depose a pope, or a council is greater than a pope. He attempted to synthesize what Brian Tierney 

called the ‘conciliar theory’ with a sense of national consciousness in resistance-against-

imperialism—be it from the German’s empire or the papacy. This is a prototypical example of the 

kind of conciliar nationalism which erupts over the next few centuries.92 When imperial regimes 

(papal in this case) overreach in their universalism, local particularities begin to assert themselves 

in reaction. The failure to integrate into the broader Roman social imaginary as presented through 

the papacy’s hierocracy left open a vacuum for French particularism to assert itself. John is taking 

to task the claim that if the pope is indeed the sole monarch of the Universal Church it means that 

the pope has an imperial claim to temporal jurisdiction over them. This argument applies equally 

to the pope and the German emperor, situating both imperial claims as defunct. This argument 

even against the Germans is what John suggests in his settlement of the nature and application of 

the Donation of Constantine. To put it simply, he argued that the pope or emperor has no actual 

jurisdiction over France at all. He explains this saying, 

It is to be seen what the supreme pontiffs can do by virtue of the gift of the Emperor 

Constantine the Great. For they say that he gave to Sylvester and his successors the Western 

Empire and the imperial symbols like his palace, crown, and suchlike. And thus, some wish 

that by reason of the gift that the supreme pontiff is Emperor and lord of the world and can 

institute and depose kings like the Emperor, and especially when the Empire is vacant, and 

that appeals can be made to him like they can to the Emperor.93 

 
92 Caspar Hirschi, The Origins of Nationalism: An Alternative History from Ancient Rome to Early Modern Germany, 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 40. 
93 John of Paris, Ch. XXI, 220.; cf. Bleienstein, 185. 
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Joseph Canning, reading into this sentiment, believes that for John of Paris the entire logic of the 

Donation does not apply to France specifically denying the normative logic of the text’s usage 

historically. John believed he demonstrated that the Donation does not actually grant the pope 

power over the empire, but also that France was not part of the empire at all.94  

 Some of the critical reasons John gave is that Constantine gave territory in the Italian 

peninsula to the papacy, but there was no legitimate translation of the true Roman Empire from 

the Greeks to the Germans in the personage of Charlemagne—it was a translation in name only. 

In other words, John argued Charlemagne’s claim to Roman imperium was effectively fraudulent 

for one simple fact: the Roman Empire still existed. The Greeks still ruled, John seemed to believe, 

over the “Roman Empire” in the late Middle Ages. The idea that the Greeks were inheritors of the 

Roman Empire would be news to them. They were Romans. They lived in the Roman Empire. At 

least that was their general understanding of the Roman social imaginary by Greeks. And John 

seems to tacitly acknowledge that fact in his rebuttal of Giles’ theory of papal monarchy and the 

validity of the Donation of Constantine. What had occurred at the time of the Donation, according 

to John, was merely an administrative separation of the pre-476 Roman Empire into East and 

West—nothing more. This, to John’s mind, had nothing whatsoever to do with Charlemagne or 

Germans and even less to the France of his time.  

 Further than this, Canning describes, John argued that even if he accepted papal claims to 

temporal imperium, it still did not apply to France. France was, in John’s mind, not included in the 

Donation because Charlemagne’s claims were invalid. An argument John made was a play on 

Franciscus Accursius’ theory that the role of emperor is to increase and not diminish the empire—

with respect to the etymological connection between the imperial title augustus and the word 

 
94 Joseph Canning, “Ecclesiastical Authority and Jurisdiction in the Thought of John of Paris,” in John of Paris: 

Beyond Royal and Papal Power, (Brepols Publisher, 2015), 45. This is partially explained in footnotes 69 and 70. 
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augere (to increase). Therefore, even if Constantine needed the papacy to administer the West in 

any respect, he was in no sense splitting the actual Roman Empire, diminishing it—thus 

invalidating his entire role as emperor. Because there were indeed still Greek emperors ruling over 

the Roman Empire, it was impossible for John to believe this claim of the papacy’s as valid. 

Moreover, and maybe more interestingly, John believed that any subsequent emperor could indeed 

revoke such a donation. And given the fact that the emperors in East Rome were still indeed ruling 

as if they were the Roman Empire, it was apparent that no such donation was recognized by the 

bona fide, still existing empire ruled in Constantinople.95   

 John continued with speculative arguments. First, he says that even if the Donation was 

valid and the Gauls who were conquered by Octavian Augustus were indeed subjects, they were 

not the same as the Franks and therefore this did not apply to the late medieval national kingdom 

in France. Second, even if he granted the Donation was valid and the Franks were part of it, the 

pope would still have no power over the Kingdom of France because he was not the emperor, he 

was merely the pope. The Kingdom of France, therefore, would only be subject to the emperor and 

not the pope—but this was only if he granted it, which he did not. John’s favored political system 

was one where there were a plurality of kingdoms and no extant Universal Empire.96 All of this 

 
95 John himself says, “[Constantine] gave the city of Rome and certain western provinces and the imperial symbols to 

do with the rulership of these provinces [to the pope], and then transferred the seat of the government with the full 

dignity of the Empire to Constantinople. To the statement that the Pope afterwards translated the Empire from the 

Greeks to the Germans, I reply: he did not translate the reality of the Roman Empire but merely the title, because the 

Romans were annoyed because the empire, or the name of the empire, had been transferred from them to 

Constantinople.” (Ch. XV, 172-173). This point illustrates for John how he does not recognize the validity of the 

Donation of Constantine applying to the Franks because no such translation of the actual Empire occurred to the 

Germans. It was a translation in name only. In Ch. XXI he also says “we do not admit… that the Franks” are under 

the jurisdiction of the Empire (should it exist, which he also does not admit). Further, “but granting that [the Pope] 

were Emperor, the Franks were exempt by prescription from imperial jurisdiction down to the time in question. Thus 

kings of sanctity ruled the kingdom of France over a long period of time and in good faith as, for example, St. Louis 

who was canonized by the Church for his obvious merits; he held the kingdom and the Church, in canonizing him, 

has approved the fact, whatever some theologians say” (225). Again, this demonstrates how for John there is a 

uniqueness of the Franks. 
96 John concludes chapter XXI by stating, “If anyone were to say it was God’s providence for other Empires to come 

to an end, while that of the Romans continued to grow, why cannot it be argued along similar lines about the Roman 
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diversity in the world, he believed, was beautiful, necessary, and ordained by God.   

 John of Paris, through this defense of France’s sovereignty politically and theologically, 

can be situated prototypically as a conciliar nationalist and plausibly among the first of this type. 

But beyond his defense both political and theological, John also articulates a theory of economy 

through the concept of dominium. Though relatively brief in comparison to his treatment of the 

conciliar question and the sovereignty of France against the Donation of Constantine, John’s 

treatment of economy has made him important not only in the conciliarist movement or the early 

modern nationalist process (with the Gallicans and later French nationalists), but indeed the 

transition to capitalism itself.97 John’s understanding of life and the order which maintains life is 

that it is fundamentally harmonious, rejecting any theory which would uphold antagonistic 

dualisms. It has already been noted how John distinguishes between dominium as ownership and 

jurisdiction. To John, the question of ownership and the basis of his economic theory, is that those 

who say the bishops have no dominium or absolute dominium are positioned in an extreme 

antagonism (different from separationism) which requires a mean for virtue. The basic claim of 

truth rests in “a middle position between two opposing errors,” or “antithetical views.”98 The 

middle way with respect to ownership, then, lies between these two opposing errors for John.  

 This middle-way argument John makes is built upon the nature of royal and ecclesiastical 

offices. The common good, John believes, is the purpose of royal rule over common people. The 

 
Empire, that in God’s providence, it too should come to an end and those who were formerly in any way subject to it, 

cease to be so if they have the will and the ability, break the connexion (sic) altogether? … Similarly in Daniel, in the 

context of the vision of the four great beasts, on the text where reference is made to the fourth beast which shall tread 

down the whole world, the Gloss comments that ‘nothing was stronger than the kingdom of the Romans and nothing, 

in the end, shall be more feeble or more perishable” (Ch XXI, 228).; cf. Daniel 7.23 and glossa ordinaria. This seems 

fittingly obvious to say it is conclusive that for John the Franks were not subject to the German Empire which was 

naming itself after the Romans. And should there have even been a ‘new’ Roman Empire, it was irrelevant to the 

Franks. Lastly still, should it have been the true Roman Empire, it was destined to fall in the end anyway. 
97 Gerson Moreno-Rianno, “John of Paris, Private Property, and the Study of Medieval Political Thought,” in John of 

Paris: Beyond Royal and Papal Power, ed. Chris Jones (Belgium: Brepols, 2015), 225. 
98 John of Paris, Proemium (Leclercq. 173, 175.; Bleienstein, 69, 72.; Watt, 69, 73). 
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objective of political rule is not so much to raise the common good through public means, as was 

argued by Aquinas; rather, it is to maintain “unity and peace… [as] there can be no community 

where unity and concord is missing.”99 The role of royal rule is to defend the status quo—an 

argument similarly made by Giles in his mirror for then-Prince Philip. This type of rule can, as 

was believed by Aquinas, only occur with the rule of one—with a supreme monarch. But the lack 

of a supreme monarch, unlike the supreme bishop over the Church, creates disharmony with 

respect to the competition over resources. John’s argument over how resources are acquired, then, 

is to address this issue. His proposal is that individuals work and acquire temporal goods and that 

when they have them, exercised by personal effort, they exercise ‘valid lordship’ (verum 

dominium) over them. These temporal goods, acquired through personal effort, are the fruits of 

“their own skill, labour, diligence.”100   

 John makes an argument using the Aristotelian framework of descending orderliness 

applied to authority. It is that where a king rules over his own temporal goods (such as the 

community itself), an individual then can rule over his own personal goods. To John, one of the 

only common goods is the life of virtue shared by all. Though there may be others (it is implied), 

he does not extend commonality to property. John makes this abundantly clear when he says 

temporal goods, “are not mutually interordered or interconnected nor do they have any common 

head who might dispose of and administer them.”101 Thus, John’s theory of dominium does not 

have within it any sense of commonly shared property. There is one exception, however, that John 

admits. When there is a ruler (and specifically in this case, the Supreme Pontiff), who has limitless 

dominium, the communal rights trump the rights of the lord.   

 
99 John of Paris, On Royal and Papal Power, Watt edition, 78. 
100 John of Paris, On Royal and Papal Power, Watt edition, 103; 86. 
101 John of Paris, On Royal and Papal Power, Watt edition, 103. 
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 John’s defense of private property is based on the logic of descending order of lordship. 

Kings rightly rule over their temporal kingdom and descending downwards, individuals rightly 

rule over their lesser domains, such as their homes or families. When it comes to property, then, 

the individual is in effect the king. This is not, as it is, a full economic theory. Rather, John’s is a 

comment on the fact of centralization of power and property in the late Middle Ages, especially in 

the papacy and the emergent banking class. His is an argument for the decentralization of 

dominium. Thus, we can say his theory of economy fits within his theory of state and sovereignty 

as well as his general understanding of the moral order behind it.   

 Gerson Moreno-Riaño argued that John of Paris’ position on property could be (but perhaps 

should not be) interpreted as a forerunner of John Locke’s—arguably the foundation of liberal 

capitalism. The trend of interpreting John of Paris in this way comes from his general treatment of 

the separation of powers, and thus the separation of distinct fields. John of Paris interprets nature 

as a distinct sphere and thus partially separates theology and ethics from law and politics, 

something unusual for his time. Moreno-Riaño’s belief, however true that partial separation may 

be, is that at most we should see that separation as a ‘prism’, in the way it was for John Locke. A 

prism, in this sense, is an ideological lens which forces us as interpreters to see John of Paris as 

modern rather than medieval. Though Moreno-Riaño grants it is possible that indeed there is a 

relationship with John of Paris and later liberals like John Locke, it is hardly proved by significant 

data.102 This is a well-noted caution even against our own interpretation of John, though situated 

 
102 Moreno-Riaño notes Janet Coleman’s article, “Dominium in the Thirteenth- and Fourteenth-Century Thought and 

its Seventeenth-Century Heirs: John of Paris and Locke,” Political Studies 33 (1985), 73-100. Coleman demonstrates 

in the article that there is a possible lineage between John of Paris and John Locke through Pierre d’Ailly’s plagiarizing 

of John’s texts. Coleman notes that “there is no direct reference” to John of Paris, there is evidence that Locke read 

other conciliarists such as Pierre d’Ailly. Thus, Coleman’s argument is that John Locke was familiar with John of 

Paris’ arguments through other conciliarists. Moreno-Rianno acknowledges this is possible but unproved. 

Nevertheless, it is very interesting that Locke—a founder of liberalism and prototypical defender of what could be 

called individual rights at the base of capitalism—was influenced by conciliarists, whether or not John of Paris was 
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in his time. Where we would not say that John of Paris influenced anyone significantly (or 

exclusively), it is that he represents an emerging view of society which is thoroughly opposed to 

the monarchical center. It would not necessarily be through John of Paris that John Locke became 

familiar with the conciliar theory—but familiar with conciliarists John Locke indeed was. The 

separation of powers, being a relatively novel approach in the time of John of Paris, of course 

becomes normative in the centuries that follow. Separation of powers, then, is not merely about 

the Church or the State, it is about the economy and the rights of individuals.  

 Of the conciliar theory itself, Brian Tierney says that though “John of Paris was the most 

shrewd and gifted of the early Conciliarists,” he had only one of many different criticisms of the 

papacy at the time.103 Two conflicting schools emerged in the fourteenth century which defined 

the conciliarist controversy beyond John’s approach: one, in the Curia itself, the process of 

centralization increased in the importance of the cardinals and thus their own importance but still 

through plenitudo potestatis relegated them as primary agents of the papacy; and two, the growth 

of administrative curial power, Tierney says, “naturally aroused resentment among the diocesan 

bishops who felt that all real power, and especially the all-important power of patronage, was 

slipping from their grasp, so that they too had cause to view with suspicion the doctrine of 

plenitudo potestatis” which was invoked to justify the centralized and more powerful papacy.104 

Tierney says of this division that though their central principles differed completely they were both 

united in hostility to the papal monarchy.   

 Guilielmus Durantis (1230-1296), for example, avoided the theological traps which would 

 
one of them. I personally find Coleman’s concept sufficiently compelling, but recognize the critique (or caution against 

such as prism) as valid. 
103 Brian Tierney, The Origins of Papal Infallibility, 1150-1350: A Study on the Concepts of Infallibility, Sovereignty, 

and Tradition in the Middle Ages (London: Brill, 1997), 179. 
104 Tierney, The Origins of Infallibility, 179. 
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secure his censorship. Instead, he outlined an ecclesiology which held the divine origin of the papal 

authority but negated this divinity as the source of episcopal jurisdiction. Tierney notes that 

Durantis “was anxious to defend the divinely ordained status of each grade in the ecclesiastical 

hierarchy,” acting as a defense of the powers of bishops.105 Though in his first pronouncements he 

had avoided the question of Roman primacy, he later returned to defend the Roman pontiff as the 

head of the Church and the Roman Church as ‘head of all the Churches,’ which according to 

Tierney amounted to Rome being, “the center of unity to which all the others were joined.” What 

is interesting about this brief example is, common to the early conciliarists, there was a blending 

of the hierocratic view of the Church with the emergent corporate view wherein local churches 

were to be, however autonomous in practice, united under, with, and through Rome.   

 Though ultimately similar to John of Paris in his blending of the two positions, Tierney 

notes that Durantis “carried the argument to still more radical conclusions.” Each church, Durantis 

maintained, not only held its own proper rights which the central Roman authority needed to 

respect, but also, according to Tierney, “that all the important decisions affecting the universal 

Church as a whole should be taken by head and members together, united in a General Council.” 

The role of a general council in the government of the Church was discussed in three ways: first, 

Durantis argued that the pope alone could not override the legislation of previous councils; second, 

for the future, a general council should be summoned whenever laws were to be promulgated 

touching the ‘common state of the Church’; and third, a council was not to be an extraordinary 

assembly summoned at rare intervals for some special purpose but was to meet regularly every ten 

years and, moreover, the provision of revenue for upkeep was dependent on the laws of the 

councils. 106 

 
105 Tierney, The Origins of Infallibility, 194. 
106 Tierney, The Origins of Infallibility, 194-197. 
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 By the time the Council of Vienne (1311-1312) had been convened all the normative 

positions of John of Paris and Guilielmus Durantis, among others such as Joannes Monachus, had 

been systematized and synthesized. According to Tierney, it is precisely the time between the 

Council of Vienne and the outbreak of the western schism wherein these already synthetic ideas 

were popularized on the pretext of this controversy.107 Even before the “crisis of 1378” wherein 

the schism broke out there was the election capitulation of 1352. According to Tierney, “the 

cardinals sought to bind the future pope to act only with their consent in various important matters 

affecting their own authority.” 108  The continuing conflicts between papal and secular rulers 

renewed the call for the supremacy of the general council wherein the ultimate authority rested in 

the principle of congregation fidelium. Though popularized through the work of Marsilius of 

Padua and William of Ockham, the foundations of the conciliar theory were something prior to the 

general explosion of conciliarist writings in the following decades. The foundations came first in 

the distinction of the two powers and then ultimately in their separation. 

GOLDEN AGE CONCILIARISTS ON THE SEPARATION OF POWERS 

 

Conciliarism broadly speaking has the double problem of being associated with a specific 

movement or controversy in history as well as being a generic term which implies a generic 

position. The position, as is well known, is the authority of general councils has authority over 

popes. The movement and controversy, as is also well known, is directly reacting to Avignon 

captivity of the papacy and, more specifically, the western papal schism. All of this is important 

historically but arguably less so than it may initially appear. The western schism is an important 

episode historically, but its controversy is actually of second order to the political and theological 

 
107 Tierney, The Origins of Infallibility, 197. 
108 Tierney, The Origins of Infallibility, 197. 
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thought it produced. The conciliarist movement itself, also, is less important than is the stream of 

thought through which they all flowed and ultimate influenced. None of the particulars, in other 

words, are as important as the general outline. There is no one conciliar theory, nor is there actually 

a dogmatic conciliarist movement. Why all of this is a problem, then, is that the word ‘conciliar’ 

means so much more than either the position, the movement, or the controversy from which the 

word draws its fame. What changed with the conciliar moment, is there becomes a much stronger 

move towards the separationist position against the hierocratic paradigm in the question of the 

relationship of powers—it comes in the concept of separation of powers.  

 The concept of ‘conciliarity’ is necessarily bigger than its medieval variants, containing 

within it the germ for separation ultimately informing people afterwards. Conciliarity and even 

arguably conciliarism as a general theory is the primary check against imperial centers within the 

Roman social imaginary, being something which has held a continued impulse all the way from 

Ancient Rome to the modern world.109 But the medieval conciliarist variant does matter. What 

medieval conciliarists do and do most forcefully is break papal hierocracy by developing the 

critique against the hierocratic model rooted in the separation of powers. That is a watershed shift, 

forever marking political theories thereafter. From that shift, it seems there is a new framework, 

not rooted in the imperial center of one imperial throne; rather, conciliarity offers a new center 

rooted in consensus and shared power. This is institutionalized in the general council—a 

consensus-making mechanism far preceding the general theory of the conciliarists.  

 That legacy, breaking the hierocratic position of the papacy, is not universally agreed to be 

the legacy of the conciliarists. When people today speak of the conciliarists they typically refer 

back to the explosion of influential primary texts by towering masters such as William of Ockham 

 
109 Early modern republican and parliamentarians would draw inspiration from both Ancient Rome and medieval 

conciliarists. This is discussed in Chapter 3. 
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or Marsilius of Padua or the literati such as Dante Alighieri. Or, if they are drawing out the 

phenomenon longer still, they are referring to Jacques Almain and John Major responding to 

papalists such as Thomas Cajetan.110 They are typically thinking of a general trend in theological 

and political thought which challenged the papacy at a moment wherein its power both real and 

verbal was in jeopardy. They are not, typically, pointing out often how conciliarism itself was the 

driver of great historical change much later. The significant shift from a hierocratic model of the 

two powers to one where the two powers, spiritual and temporal, are separated and autonomous 

leaves the politics of the day trapped in the same paradigm they had been in for a very long time. 

The conciliar answer to the hierocratic relationship negates the unitary authority of an imperial 

center operating over and against all others to one which necessitates diversity-in-unity as not just 

a good but also an end or at least state to be preserved. Not only is it a good and an end, the model 

for the relationship of the two powers fundamentally affirms diversity-in-unity is the order of the 

world. Conciliarism affirms diversity-in-unity by positioning consensus in power relations—in 

power-sharing—as the necessary mode by which politics operates at the temporal level. It is a 

marked shift away from sovereignty resting in the individual monarch, spiritual or temporal, and 

a move towards popular sovereignty and representative government based in consent.111  

 That separation, however, takes a long time to actualize. It is not as if the conciliarists make 

their case and some variant of the modern world emerges. In fact, it takes a very long time. But 

that legacy, then, has ancestors as well as descendants. Arguably chief among the ancestors to the 

golden age conciliarists is John of Paris, even if he is not cited by them as such. Bettina Koch, 

contextualizing what John of Paris means in his understanding of absolute unity and political 

 
110 These later conciliarist and papalist disputes are discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. 
111 For a very strong understanding of the relationship between power and virtue on a local and global scale, pertaining 

to the shift from monarchism to republicanism, see: James Hankins, Virtue Politics: Soulcraft and Statecraft in 

Renaissance Italy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2019). 
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diversity, said, “it has been argued that John of Paris’ distinction between the unitary character of 

spiritual authority and the natural pluralism of political authority is one of the primary justifications 

[for his] rejection of the doctrine of Papal supremacy.”112 But she argues that John’s text needs to 

be taken next to Dante’s Monarchia and Marsilius of Padua’s Defensor pacis, even though they 

are a century later. Without the comparison, a significant point is missed: Dante, Marsilius, and 

others are not the first to strongly separate the powers in novel ways often attributed to the golden 

age conciliarists as novel. John of Paris, having been a champion ideologue in such a public tract 

war wherein these problems are tackled, already developed a complete separation and 

independence of the spiritual from the temporal sphere “without abolishing the principle that all 

things must be subordinated to one.”113 The principle of absolute unity, then, is not negated; what 

is negated is when political actors (including the papacy) make universal demands in imperial 

ways, leaning on absolute authority despite the reality their authority is not universal or absolute. 

John, then, can be seen as making a move against imperial regimes, no matter where they derive 

their authority from, spiritual or temporal. He does this through separation.  

 Koch says there are three essential reasons to believe John of Paris preferred kingship over 

empire, figuring into a basic critique of imperial regimes both spiritual and temporal through 

separating the powers. First, kingship arises out of natural law and the law of nations (ius gentium), 

and from there the divine will manifests in different peoples, different geographies, languages, and 

customs. Second, the fact of physical limitations hampers the temporal sphere of the two powers—

unlike the spiritual which manifests everywhere all at once. Third, John believes the simple fact 

that kingdoms are more peaceful than empires.114 This of course is highly debatable. But to Koch’s 

 
112 Bettina Koch, “Marsilius of Padua on Church and State” in A Companion to Marsilius of Padua, eds. Gerson 

Mareno-Riano and Cary Nederman (London: Brill Press, 2011), 49. 
113 Bettina Koch, “Marsilius of Padua on Church and State,” 50. 
114 Koch, “Marsilius of Padua on Church and State,” 56. 
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understanding of John these are the three basic reasons for the need to separate the powers. The 

rationale in all three convictions stems from the idea that diversity-in-unity is preferable to any 

imperial, temporal unity. This mirrors the argument that Giles of Rome made in his earlier De 

regimine for then-prince Philip IV: namely, that Unity-itself is an ideal but not a reality in the 

temporal sphere and what presents itself as Unity in praxis is almost always uniformity, not actual 

Unity derived from God. Therefore, diversity-in-unity is preferable for the peaceability of temporal 

kingdoms or regimes for John and Giles, but they come to radically different conclusions on the 

relationship of this fact to temporal power. John’s side of the debate more than Giles’, it seems, 

influences the conciliarist tradition which radically impacts political and theological thought 

thereafter. John, through Gallican conciliarists, would have influence on both liberal 

revolutionaries in 1776 America and antiliberal royalists in 1789 France.   

 This argument privileging diversity-in-unity, which helps germinate the separation of 

powers, is compelling in John of Paris but it is greatly evolved in the work of Dante Alighieri 

(1265-1321) and Marsilius of Padua (1275-1342). Both Dante and Marsilius operate with the 

Council-over-Pope model. Like John of Paris, they are seeking to disrupt the hierocratic theory of 

the two powers. What is drastically different from John in these two is their position on [world] 

empire as a category in comparison to a preference towards regional monarchies or nations. Of 

these, Dante’s, at least arguably, is the most distinctive of all three. Rather than merely arguing 

that there is a need to disentangle (or separate) the temporal sphere from the spiritual one and 

affirm its independence in a separationist solution, it is that there is an absolute need for world 

government spanning both—only not ruled by the pope, but instead by a universal emperor, which 

he calls a ‘monarchy’.115 Dante, like John and like so many others in and before the conciliar 

 
115 Koch, “Marsilius of Padua on Church and State,” 61. 
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controversy, is responding to events which directly impacted his own life. As the second-wave 

feminist dictum says, the personal is political, and to Dante it was personal indeed. Dante, despite 

being a Guelph from Florence, did not support the papacy of Boniface VIII and found himself 

exiled from his home and landless. Dante was reacting against political implications in a 

theological and sociological manner. He was seriously impacted by the imperial papacy of 

Boniface and his writings reflect it.  

 Dante, to address his first principles theologically, begins with the same assumptions about 

the diversity of communities and their ends, only he draws a different conclusion than John. The 

necessity for world government arises out of the fact that there needs to be a universal regime, 

because there essentially exists already, a community of all humans on earth. Humans, in Dante’s 

mind, are part of the divine creation and share altogether a part of the universal human nature. This 

is to say that for Dante community is participative and social. There would be in this model many 

diverse communities in one universal regime, theoretically in competition with each other but 

ultimately held together through a lure or sense of the common good and love of God. A universal 

emperor in Dante’s model would be the single lure personified who brings all the diverse humans 

together for a common purpose. This then follows the logic of the value of a king (one) over either 

a ruling elite (several) or a democracy of all people (many) set out by Aristotle and re-popularized 

by Aquinas.116 There needs to be, according to Dante, a mobilization of the intellect towards a 

single end, and there can be no other party that can actually mobilize the whole of the human race 

or the entirety of human government except for a good king, motivated by charity and indeed the 

ultimate end of loving and serving God.  

 Against the ruler of a limited territory (recognizing multipolarity), Dante’s imagined 

 
116 Dante Alighieri, De Monarchia, trans. Prue Shaw (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), Bk I, c. 3, 2-9. 

All citations are from Shaw’s edition. 
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universal monarch has no bordered jurisdiction. Dante concludes “that unity seems to be the root 

of what is to be good, and plurality the root of what is to be evil.”117 This is somewhat odd 

considering Aristotle, while indeed not opposing unity, typically favored diversity where there was 

a weight on value. But that is not what Dante means. Dante is expressing the conviction that 

diversity should be understood to be chaotic and unity should be considered orderly. Therefore, in 

direct contrast to John, Dante is arguing that the example of the Roman Empire demonstrates a 

more peaceable world and an example of a perfectly peaceful state under Pax Romana. This 

argument, as it has been pointed out by Andreas Osiander, is “very much medieval and bears no 

resemblance to the [Empire] ruled by Augustus.”118 In other words, centuries prior to the modern 

construction of nationalism, Dante was developing an imagined community based on an 

anachronistic social imaginary—rooted in invented traditions.   

 Dante goes further than an early conciliar like John of Paris but it is not immediately 

obvious why. Dante was a Guelph, which ostensibly put him on the side of the papacy against the 

German emperor in the struggle throughout Italy. Dante had fought in the battle of Campaldino 

(1289) wherein Guelph (papal) Florence won against Ghibelline (German) Arezzo. But after this 

fight, Dante became more interested in politics and was a part of an active struggle within the 

Guelph faction which split then into two. The Bianchi position was moderate and the Neri position 

was absolute in its support for the papacy. Dante was a moderate Bianchi in this case. This dispute 

between the pro-German imperialists and the pro-papal parties eventually came to involve Pope 

Boniface VIII personally. Dante, being a moderate, voted to reject sending military forces to back 

Neri radicalism. It ultimately forced him into exile. Dante’s political life, however accidental as it 

 
117 Dante, De Monarchia, Bk I. c. 11, 11-12; bk I, c. 13, 7,; bk I. c. 15, 2.  
118 Andreas Osiander, “Before Sovereignty: society and politics in ancien regime Europe,” Review of International 

Studies 27 (2001), 140. 
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was, brought him under the crosshairs of Boniface’s most-imperial papacy, arguably the most 

imperial in history. Boniface VIII, in Dante’s Inferno, had a spot reserved for him in hell.119   

 Dante was a most loyal subject of the Church. But he resisted imperial papal monarchy and 

that is undeniably why he came to many of the political positions he did with the need for a 

different kind of earthly ruler. Dante, for example, grounds his logic on the concept of a world 

emperor receiving his right of rule from the divine. Like John of Paris, Dante disrupts the two 

powers theory about the difference between temporal and spiritual rule. But unlike John, Dante 

accuses the Church of a false allegorical interpretation of Luke 22.38. He says that Peter, when he 

is speaking of having both swords in hand, must be read in context. Dante asserts that Peter “was 

in the habit of speaking without reflecting […] which came not just from his sincere faith, but [..] 

from his simple and ingenious nature.”120 Prue Shaw, one of Dante’s main English translators, has 

suggested this is an original interpretation because it appears nowhere else in any of Dante’s 

contemporaries. Realistically, Dante’s interpretation of the pope having or not having the two 

swords was informed by his own experience of seeing what happens when the pope in fact does. 

The idea of a papal world government over political rulers—the type described by Giles of 

Rome—was a real threat which he experienced personally in a less realized form.  

 Dante, like John of Paris, also rejected the notion of the Donation of Constantine holding 

validity. These arguments are generally similar to John’s. Dante says that Constantine had no right 

to issue the Donation by virtue of his charge to increase the imperium of Rome. Further, Dante 

argues that the Church had no right to receive the Donation from Constantine even if it was given. 

 
119 Inferno of La divina commedia describes the journey of Dante as a character to hell on Good Friday in the year 

1300, when Boniface VIII was alive and governing as pope. Within the narrative of the poem, Dante learns that a 

place in hell is reserved for Boniface to be punished after death. Dante the author wrote this text sometime between 

ca. 1308-1320, after the death of Boniface in October 1303. That is how Dante the author knew of Boniface’s real 

date of death, but why there was a spot reserved for Boniface in hell which Dante the character encountered prior to 

it happening. 
120 Dante, De Monarchia, Bk III, c. 9, 1-9. 
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This is based on the simple fact that, according to Dante, the Church has no right to own property—

as it is a spiritual and not a temporal institution. The property “owned” by the Church is effectively 

on lease by the empire (or a temporal power generally) at any given time, as the empire has 

dominium over temporalities and not the other way around. Most interestingly and originally, 

though, is Dante’s justification for the basis of world empire: ius humanum, which can translate to 

‘human right’. Koch discusses, for Dante, human right(s) only exists qua humans. It is not, like 

for John of Paris, about the ius gentium. It is in effect not the basis of kingdoms but the basis of 

humans themselves. Thus, Dante is articulating an interesting pre-cosmopolitan ethical framework 

wherein human rights are not guaranteed by law or institutions, but they are guaranteed by nature. 

Human rights are not upheld by governments, they are natural to our existence as humans, granted 

to us by God. This move also shows the dynamic relationship conciliarism has with humanism.121 

 Against the logic of humans themselves as the source of human rights, the Church could 

have this right also if it came directly from God—which it did not (Imperii vero fundamentum ius 

humanum est).122 Dante, unlike later liberals, is not arguing for an absolute severance of the two 

spheres, only that they are separate. He is simply saying that the spiritual relies on divine law and 

the temporal relies on human right. Both of which, to him, are subject to God. In effect, it is an 

alternative framing for the separationist position rooted in different foundational propositions. The 

result it seems is the same. Dante declared the relationship of the two powers as such, 

Let Caesar therefore show that reverence toward Peter which a firstborn son should show 

his father, so that, illumined by the light of paternal grace, he may the more effectively 

light up the world, over which he has been placed by Him alone who is ruler over all things 

spiritual and temporal.123 

 
121 On this see Joseph Canning’s text (2021) on conciliarism and humanism cited above and in the bibliography. 
122 Dante, De Monarchia, Bk III, c. 10, 7; bk III, c. 14, 2. Imperii vero fundamentum ius humanum est loosely translates 

to ‘but for the foundation of human rights’. Translation my own. 
123 Dante, De Monarchia, Bk III, c. 16, 18. 
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This framework is, according to Dante, the basis for the right of humans to have a universal 

community against which the Church is separate and distinct from other temporal institutions. The 

very basis of human right, as articulated in our common purpose towards a common end, requires 

a world government and universal emperor to secure the common good. This is for Dante a 

distinction that allows for a form of separation of Church and State (Empire). Precisely this is the 

kind of argument we suggest is critical in understanding the importance of conciliarism in general. 

No matter what the particulars of their arguments are—because they are generally not the same 

between thinkers—conciliarists tend to take a separationist position and end up in separation of 

powers therefore. The autonomy of the two powers then impacts the autonomy of the institutions. 

 A generation after Dante and embroiled in the scandal of Avignon, arguably the even more 

(politically) influential conciliarist Marsilius of Padua further developed the separation of powers 

theory. A popular interpretation of Marsilius’ political thought as relates to the Church is that there 

is a strict separation, not just distinction, between Church and State institutionally. In the United 

States, it is often seen as being a proto-republican position. In Europe, it is often seen as being a 

form of proto-secularism. Both are sensible within the conciliar framework. Bettina Koch offers 

perhaps the most compelling theory that tries to maintain Marsilius’ own words within their 

context: namely, that his conciliarism explains influences on republicanism and secularism alike. 

Marsilius believed that the general council is the bridge between not only Church and State, but 

between the spiritual and temporal orders.124 To Marsilius, the general council is something which 

ought to be called by the emperor (in Latin, legislator humanus or pars principans), proctored by 

the pope, and indeed enforced by the emperor. Council-authority is in effect the mechanism by 

which the spiritual and temporal interact with respect to the differences in human and divine law, 

 
124 Bettina Koch, “Marsilius of Padua on Church and State” in A Companion to Marsilius of Padua, eds. Gerson 

Mareno-Riano and Cary Nederman (London: Brill Press, 2011), 171. 
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and where each one’s jurisdiction operates. Council-authority makes claims on all positions.  

 A large body of research, especially modern research, has largely focused on promoting 

the two generic positions of both Americans and Europeans regarding Marsilius. This has left out 

the critical fact that Marsilius by and large was enraptured with the controversy of the Avignon 

papacy and in particular the power struggles during the time of the Medici-backed Pope John 

XXIII. For Marsilius, according to Koch, the central lynch pin of his conciliarist thinking rests 

upon the foundational principles of medieval world order: the spiritual and temporal powers. This 

means, therefore, Marsilius is not some forerunner of early modernity but is indeed thoroughly 

captured by the problems of the late Middle Ages. Early modern problems, then, are consequences 

of these late medieval episodes. Marsilius is thoroughly medieval in his thinking, despite 

influencing later periods. Marsilius, like his contemporaries and immediate forerunners, was 

heavily influenced by the Thomistic Aristotelianism coming out of the University of Paris. He 

himself was indeed rector of the University of Paris for some time and served in the court of French 

King Louis XI. Marsilius’ primary concern, by way of this historical influence, was to define peace 

and tranquility (pax et tranquilitas) as the prerequisites for the good life. For him, the good life is 

defined wherein humans are recognized as a social and political animal.  

 Afflicting the peace and tranquility of the political world order, Marsilius argues, is what 

he calls “the disease and aftermath of a miraculous effect.” 125  This, to him, is the fact of a 

hierocratic, bureaucratized, and imperial Christian religion—having been made a pestilence 

(pestis) through Constantine the Great. It is an early example of the charge of ‘Constantinianism’, 

wherein the Church is imperial at the expense of its spiritual dimension. Marsilius is famous for 

many positions, and among them is his strict adherence to the idea the Church should own no 

 
125 Marsilius of Padua, Defensor Pacis, trans. Annabel Brett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), I.i.3. 

All citations are from the Brett edition. 



78 

 

property and that clerics should indeed have no temporal coercive power. The Church, like 

Marsilius and Dante believed, has no temporal dominium. It is Marsilius’ belief that with the 

institution of the imperial Church, there were in effect two governments which existed temporally 

and therefore in conflict disrupting the peace and tranquility of divine order. The Church was 

asserting, by this logic, dominium over things it had no right to. That said, with a reinterpretation 

of scripture, the rights of the clerics, and an adherence to strict poverty the Church could be saved. 

To Marsilius, to solve this problem meant the Church had to be subsumed into the temporal 

structure and be, in effect, ruled by the secular powers of the day. It is never made clear whether 

this is a permanent or temporary solution to the problem.  

 Marsilius believes the Church has no actual jurisdiction in the world due to the mandate 

laid down by and the example lived out by Christ. Jesus demonstrated multiple times, Marsilius 

argued, that the Church he instituted recognized the sovereignty and authority of the State. 

Examples include Christ’s recognition of what ought to be rendered to Caesar—namely all 

temporal property—and that Pontius Pilate had jurisdiction to enact judgment against him. 

Therefore, to Marsilius while the Church is in the world, it is not of the world and it is thus in some 

sense against the world yet still subordinated to state powers. According to Koch, this confuses 

most readers because what they hear Marsilius saying is that the Church, while not of this world, 

is separated from it. Her reading is that Christ recognized the authority of the state and therefore 

instituted a Church which would necessarily be subordinated to it—which is what Marsilius means 

by the separation of powers. It is also what might underpin a position which examines Marsilius 

with a strong separation of Church and State so long as it is separated temporally and therefore 

institutionally. To be clear, it is not that the Church is separate from the State in its own spiritual 

realm—although this ultimately may be true by way of divine law—but that the spiritual realm is 
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in effect infused within the temporal realm. They are separate yet entangled. Their respective 

institutions, however, are indeed separate. That institutional point is what remained most potent.  

 Aware that divine law is in effect moderated by human law, Marsilius attempted to 

reconcile the fact of diverse interpretations creating discord. His argument regarding diversity of 

interpretation rests upon the notion of an absolute truth which a plurality of opinions compete over. 

This problem of competing opinions subject to absolute truth applies ecclesiastically as well. 

Regarding the authority ecclesiasiarchs have, Marsilius accuses them of initiating falsehoods into 

the public discourse for their own gain in power struggles. He says the bishops of the Roman 

Church as having an “unjust despotism over Christian believers” (iniustituta despotia super Christi 

fideles).126 The main articulation of these falsehoods comes from the curia which, 

To the Roman bishops rightfully belongs the highest of all coercive jurisdictions or 

rulerships, especially in the dominion of the Law of the Christians, over the Roman ruler 

and all other governments, communities, collegia, and individuals, even over laymen, and 

even more over priests or bishops and deacons, and their collegia, and individuals, of 

whatever rank they may be.127 

Marsilius firmly believes that no bishop outranks another. On this matter, he appeals to the 

authority of Pseudo-Dionysius who in the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy argues as much. To Marsilius, 

this is evidence that even if the Roman pontiff had supreme jurisdiction over the other bishops in 

his day, this was not always the case and was, by this logic, a corruption of it.  

 According to the fact of corruption, Marsilius argues that more imperative than the problem 

of facilitating a second government of the curia in the midst of the state is the fact that the Roman 

pontiff and the curia can effectively alter the salvation of Christians. On this, he says, 

Whereby the Roman bishop brings about eternal destruction of ‘all Christ’s sheep,’ who 

he says were entrusted to him that he might pasture them with salutary doctrine. For again 

 
126 Marsilius, Defensor pacis, II.i.1. 
127 Marsilius, Defensor pacis, II.i.3. 
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putting ‘good for evil and light for darkness,’ he has issued oral and written 

pronouncements ‘absolving all from guilt and punishment’ every soldier, in cavalry or in 

infantry, that has waged war at a certain time against those Christian believers who 

maintain steadfast and resolute subjection and obedience to the Roman ruler.128 

This is most apparently a reference to the problem of the crusading indulgences. It also relates 

back to arguments from Augustinius Triumphus who believed the pope had a unique power in that 

he could impact not only salvation in this life, but the afterlife through the treasury of the Church. 

Marsilius is effectively arguing that it is deeply problematic, even probably damning, that the 

Roman leadership has any authority over salvation at all. Especially when that authority makes 

demands on property and wealth for the benefit of salvation, directly trampling the separation of 

powers and going against the model of Christ.  

 Marsilius, as he does with his notion of the civil community, justifies an ecclesiology-from-

below. This ecclesiology, it would seem, is articulated out of the lived experience of Christian 

believers rather than from the doctrinal commitments or even speculations of the guardians of 

tradition (the papacy, curia, etc.). Human law (lex humana) is distinct from divine law (lex divina) 

and the latter can only be understood to have coercive power, Marsilius believes, in the afterlife.129 

Of the two governments, the temporal and spiritual, he says, “for when there are two coercive 

dominions in respect of the same multitude, and neither is subordinated to the other, they impede 

one another.”130 Therefore, because Marsilius is well aware of the fact his doctrine of state-favored 

governance could not be enacted over night, he appeals to the fact that a general council must be 

the arbiter of peace and tranquility in the realm.  

 Marsilius’ “conciliar plan,” as Koch put it, is not especially unique in what it offers, but it 

harkens back to the old fact that the Greeks were still well aware of: the emperor convokes a general 

 
128 Marsilius, Defensor pacis, II.xxvi.16. 
129 Marsilius, Defensor pacis, II.viii.5. 
130 Marsilius, Defensor pacis, II.iv.5. 
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council and the emperor steers it through influence. Marsilius is famous for having made popular 

sovereignty, or the will of the people, a feature of his governmental ideal. He believes in effect in 

a sense of popular will guiding affairs of state although it is quite clear he does not completely 

disfavor monarchy—quite the contrary really. 131  He has the same sense of equality running 

through his conciliar plan as well. As he believes, no bishop is necessarily above another; and 

therefore, by this, the pope is merely a moderator or proctor for such issues, not its sovereign 

authority. The human legislator, a stand-in for emperor in his writings, has direct connections to 

the decisions made at a council. He says, 

The decisions of the general councils with regard to the doubtful meanings of Scripture 

receive the origin of their truth from the Holy Spirit, the coercive authority for their 

observance and acknowledgment from the human legislator, and their promulgation and 

teaching through the priests and gospel ministers, especially the one who has been made 

the leader for this purpose by the faithful human legislator which lacks a superior, or by 

the general council.132 

For this, there needs to be an assembly of the provincial churches from all the provinces of the 

entire world (ut omnes mundi provincie). Representatives then are elected officials, not appointed 

ones and the representatives are determined in number by the size of their province. The elected 

body, then, is a representative for the mystical body of Christ, the Church through a general council. 

This council has to be called primarily through the will of the people and then ultimately through 

the human legislator. On this Marsilius says, 

It pertains only to the authority of the faithful human legislator which lacks a superior, or 

to the person or persons to whom it has granted such power, to call a general council, to 

name a suitable person to it, to have it duly assembled, solemnized and consummated, and 

 
131 Marsilius in De translatio imperii, one of his few written texts, makes the argument that through the personage of 

Constantine and then through Charlemagne and then again through the Hohenstaufens the empire passed from the 

Romans to the Greeks to the Franks and then to the Germans where it rests today, rightfully so. It was his argument 

that Louis IV, against Pope John XXII, was the rightful ruler of the empire. By this logic, the Papacy had no claim. 

For reference see Marsilius of Padua, ‘Defensor minor’ and ‘De translatione imperii’ trans. Cary J. Nederman 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).  
132 Marsilius, Defensor pacis, II.xix.3. 



82 

 

to coerce lawfully, in accordance with divine and human law, those persons, whether 

priests or non-priests, clergy or non-clergy, who rebel against coming to the council and 

accomplishing the necessary and useful tasks listed above, or who transgress the decrees 

and decisions of the council.133 

From this fact, and only then, is the State authorized to use coercive force to protect the sanctity 

of such decisions. The Church, especially including the pope, has no ultimate authority. The entire 

purpose of this, for Marsilius, rests on the notion that the State—not the papacy—is a safeguard 

of peace and tranquility, is the true guarantor of human salvation.  

 Marsilius is arguing for a complete reversal of the hierocratic paradigm made popular over 

the previous centuries. Where he certainly affirms unity, it is a unity-from-below. This unity-from-

below is, to put it bluntly, represented through conciliarity. Further, what Marsilius is doing, and 

indeed what Dante is doing as well, is articulating a theory of conciliarity which acts as a 

universalism. This logic, whether Dante’s world Emperor or Marsilius’ civitas humana, should be 

a model ideal for the entire world. To both of them, they are articulating a theory which transcends 

nation and even Church particularity yet still attempts to affirm it in their own unique ways. But 

most critically for both, they articulate the need for the papacy to be brought in check against 

imperialism by way of a papal monarchy. This for both comes by way of a general council. This 

basic paradigm, the general council as a check against (papal) monarchy, is indeed the solution to 

the conciliar question and ultimately sets the stage for the complete rupture of the medieval Roman 

social imaginary.  

 Separating the powers is the essential problem the conciliarists are grappling with. It is not 

merely about council-authority having power over the papacy; it is, instead, that the power of each 

institutional leader (emperor or pope, both assumed to be kings of their sphere), is separate. To 

reconcile the fact of these competitive powers making claims on what is the normative sense of 

 
133 Marsilius, Defensor pacis, II.xxi.1. 
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the common good, a general council is the bridge which brings them together. The general council, 

then, is the practical process which binds the separate powers and can establish order through a 

sense of power-sharing—first, with power shared in the institutional monarchs and second, 

perhaps most importantly, with power shared in the tradition itself. The power shared in the latter, 

in the tradition itself, is not normatively an appeal to Tradition-itself. It is instead through a sense 

that representatives of the tradition can facilitate consensus through the process of a general 

council. Therefore, in many ways, the conciliar theory as a general paradigm and not relying overly 

on any one conciliarist or the specific controversy from which it came, makes way for not only the 

separation of the powers but also through a theory of governance rooted in representation. This, 

then, makes conciliarity as a concept revolutionary. 

CONCILIARITY AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF NATIONALISM 

 

Francis Oakley, warning modern historians, said “however marginal or peculiar such phenomena 

may appear to us today, they should not be permitted to escape our attention altogether.”134 They 

reflect, it seems, the “powerfully formative complex,” made up of “assumptions and beliefs 

[existing] far deeper than political theory.”135 Oakley, leaning on J. H. Burns, is talking about a 

social imaginary. That formative complex, so powerful in its assumptions and beliefs, much deeper 

still than any theory political or theological, is a social imaginary. These social imaginaries in 

Oakley’s mind help us reframe historical episodes which have challenged our own times—just as 

he did with attempting to understand the Second Vatican Council in light of medieval 

conciliarism.136 The very idea of monarchy, of a universal authority in a single person, was so 

widely believed in the medieval era and so widely challenged in the modern. Ursula K. Le Guin, 

 
134 Francis Oakley, Watershed of Modern Politics, 134. 
135 Oakley, Watershed of Modern Politics, 134.; cf. J.H. Burns, Absolutism: The History of an Idea (London: Creighton 

Trust Lecture, 1986), 20. 
136 This is discussed in the Introduction. 



84 

 

critiquing capitalism and its seemingly omnipresent and eternal yoke on modern society, compared 

it to medieval monarchism. She said, “We live in capitalism. Its power seems inescapable. So did 

the divine right of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings.”137 

Now perhaps it is an overstatement that the divine right of kings was the thing challenged 

specifically, the idea of monarchy itself was. Her point is poignant and buttresses Oakley’s. Things 

which seem ancient, and obviously replaceable in retrospect, are part of a “powerfully formative 

complex,” where historically their nonexistence was unimaginable.  

 The concept of monarchy being so widely challenged in modernity developed out of a 

longer, sustained critique which challenged normative claims on power. The resistance against it 

did not, in other words, come from nowhere. Taking a longer perspective, that the crisis of 

monarchism, as Oakley called it, was developed at least in part through the conciliar theory. But 

conciliarism’s influence was not immediately felt in its own time; in fact, it took several decades 

for the first conciliarists to make political headway at the Council of Constance only to be rebuked 

quickly afterwards. The idea of challenging universal authority, however, was something which 

took hold immediately and indeed all over all at once. That is the point Oakley wants us to 

remember when we look at the broader phenomenon of antimonarchism (and antipapalism as well) 

even through the close of the Grand Siècle and the end of the Ancien Régime. Of course, this is 

not to say monarchism ended in full; no, instead it was transformed and made modern. But that 

trajectory, wherein the symbols of the Roman social imaginary were decoupled from their 

universality and made particular in various national kingdoms or empires was set in motion by at 

least partially by the conciliarists.  

 
137 Ursula K. Le Guin, “Ursula’s Acceptance Speech: Medal for Distinguished Contribution to American Letters,” The 

National Book Foundation Medal for Distinguished Contributions to American Letters (November 19th, 2014). 

https://www.ursulakleguin.com/nbf-medal. Accessed: July 4th, 2020. 

https://www.ursulakleguin.com/nbf-medal
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 What is unique in situating the conciliar controversy as a source in the development of 

nationalism—even if only in a prototypical, non-modern sense—is in the precise challenge to 

universal authority. There were already national churches in the territories influenced by East 

Rome, such as in Bulgaria. There were already national kingdoms in the Latin West, such as 

France. But there was hardly a contest in either which challenged the logic that temporal power 

was located in either sovereign: pope or emperor. There were, prior, only arguments which 

challenged where that authority was located or why the vacancy of that authority then could qualify 

exemption. What conciliarists advanced was a challenge to the monarchical principle from its 

authoritative location in one person. When that point is challenged, the entire structure of 

hierocracy, and indeed any claim to universal power, is challenged at its core. Even if one was to 

say there was to conciliarists a distinction between the person of the pope and the office of the 

papacy, the examples of Dante and Marsilius show that challenging the imagined pope was a 

fundamental aspect of the conciliar theory. Thus, challenging universal authority in a singular 

person was the paramount conciliarist critique, built from the separation of powers applied 

institutionally. The rest flowed from there.   

 Nationalism, then, is an outgrowth of that critique applied on another level. Where 

conciliarity critiques the imperial logic of authority, nationalism is the temporal scope. This 

prototypical sense of nationalism laid the foundation for the notion that even if there are 

competitive authorities which claim universal jurisdiction, there is no scope of universal 

jurisdiction applied to territories or peoples. The jurisdiction of a singular authority, therefore, only 

applies to a specific people or territory, never to the whole world. But as we saw, the conciliarist 

theory—wherein power-sharing checks the monarchical principle—did not only apply to national 

scope at all. In fact, it often was universal in scope just as well. The difference came from the 
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problem of the two powers and their relationship to one another. Hierocrats were imperialists 

wherein the spiritual had jurisdiction and authority over the temporal, which therefore logically 

followed that, to them, the pope was lord of the world. The separationists, on the other hand, held 

them autonomous and therefore temporal lordship required a secular ruler—what Francis Oakley 

called “secular high-monarchical theory.”138 This may seem initially at odds with our position that 

conciliarity critiques the monarchical principle fundamentally, though it is not. What the secular 

high-monarchical theory Oakley describes actually does is to resituate power in consent. This 

dynamic between the conciliar theory, representation, and consent is precisely what is developed 

after the fifteenth century.  

 Consent then becomes the conciliar dimension on the temporal level which can apply to 

monarchy or nonmonarchy alike. Kings, if there are any, become representatives of the people, 

not of God. That is especially poignant but not still obvious as there were, in fact, kings which 

claimed to represent divinity in even national regimes, institutionalized in the Peace of Westphalia. 

And right there, precisely right there, is why Oakley’s warning to modern historians remains 

evergreen. It is through the conciliar critique of hierocracy, particularly in the person of the pope, 

that the first stage was unleashed; later, it is applied more generally to particular national kings 

mimicking the medieval Roman social imaginary called Christendom in national ambitions. They 

reframe the Roman subject, a non-national universal citizen, along national lines even if their scope 

is what would ultimately become a universal imperial project. Imperial nationalisms, at the time 

of the conciliar controversy, are virtually non-existent; after the discovery of the globe, however, 

that becomes the dominant framework. It becomes an age of Micro-Christendoms exercising their 

power in the world for their privileged particularity.  

 
138 Oakley, The Watershed of Modern Politics, 135. 
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 Had the conciliar controversy and theory not critiqued universal authority aimed at the 

papacy, nationalism in its modern form may not have arisen as it did. It especially would have not 

made headway in the separation of the two powers, much less so in the separation of the institutions 

representing those powers. The next chapter discusses nationalism in the proceedings and 

receptions of the fifteenth century councils. When one does what Oakley suggests, where a 

phenomenon is scaled outwards to show greater continuity, we see how present both nationalism 

and conciliarism are at the councils, as well as the kinds of impacts they make on the competitive 

particularist imperialisms normative throughout the late Middle Ages. The “spirit of nationalism,” 

as George Powers called it, was present at the fifteenth century councils, especially at the Council 

of Constance. Resting largely on the balance of the universal and particular, framed through the 

problem of separated powers and a need for council-authority for mediation and representation, 

these forces can be seen as more apparent than one may initially suspect. The separation of powers 

was not, by any stretch, only advanced by conciliarists; later, it would become normative for many 

who were in no sense of the word conciliar. Yet the major political thrust bearing significance on 

ecclesiastical and imperial structure would play out at general councils throughout the next 

century. The separation of powers really is a story, it seems, well told through the conciliarists.
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CHAPTER II: 

CONCILIARITY AND NATIONALISM AT FIFTEENTH CENTURY COUNCILS 

 

KING GEORGE PODĚBRADY’S CONCILIAR PLAN FOR CHRISTENDOM 

 

Oh, golden land! Oh Christianity, Thou jewel of all lands, how could all Thy glory 

disappear in such a way, how couldst Thou lose all Thy most magnificent brilliance? Where 

is the vigour of all Thy people, where is the reverence shown to Thee by all nations, where 

is Thy royal glory, Thy fame? What good were Thy many victories when so soon Thou 

werest to be led in a triumphal march? What good does it serve that Thou hast resisted the 

power of pagan leaders when now Thou art unable to resist the attacks of Thy neighbours? 

Woe to fate! Woe to vicissitude! How quickly Empires change, how quickly kingdoms 

succeed each other, how quickly governments deteriorate!1 

Empires rise and empires fall. No government, whether it is human or divine, lasts forever. Even 

Rome, the eternal empire, could not stand. King George Poděbrady (1420-1471), the first non-

Catholic king in Europe after the Christianization of Bohemia, pointed that out clearly.2 His is not 

a vision of Universal Church and Empire, united in an imperial mission upholding the Roman 

imaginary; his is, instead, rooted in conciliarity, in diversity, aimed at securing a common end 

through representation and consent. His is a model not of a Roman Empire, but something like a 

union of Europe. After the failure to implement the Florentine Union, the capture of 

Constantinople by the Turks, during the striking transition of Ecumenical Councils into European 

congresses, fifteenth century Christendom was severely damaged; arguably, it was lost. Because 

 
1 George Poděbrady, The Universal Peace Organization of King George of Bohemia: A Fifteenth Century Plan for 

World Peace 1462/1964, ed. Jiri Kejr, trans. Ivo Dvorak, Published in cooperation with the Czechoslovakia 

Commission for UNESCO.; cf. Frederick Heyman, “A Grand Design,” in George of Bohemia: King of Heretics 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1965), 293-315. 
2 The son of Victor of Munsberg, an Utraquist leader and nobleman, George himself took part in the Battle of Lipany 

(1434) which secured their victory over the Taborites. He became a leader within the Hussite movement and led the 

anti-Roman party against Oldrich of Rosenberg. After the noblemen were defeated during a civil war between the 

anti-Roman and pro-Hussite parties, Emperor Frederick III (1415-1493) granted George the administration of 

Bohemia. In 1451, the same year, a diet conferred upon George regency under his son Ladislaus. By 1457, Ladislaus 

died from acute leukemia and the estates of the realm chose George as their next king, making him the first non-

Catholic monarch within Christendom in nearly a thousand years. Though King George attempted to rule as a 

moderate, opposed to extremist and violent Hussite tactics, resentment grew from Pope Pius II (1405-1464) who found 

his non-Catholicity a tremendous scandal. Pius declared him deposed in 1462 and urged all the nobility within 

Bohemia to reject George.  
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of these disruptions, new theories would emerge which transformed the very idea of Christendom 

thereafter. The Hussite King George presented such a proposal, challenging the entire logic upon 

which the Roman social imaginary had operated on for a millennium: Christendom should not be 

ruled by a pope or an emperor, it should be governed by a council and a constitution.   

 Jacques Le Goff, buried within his book The Birth of Europe—relegated to one small 

section and one section only—noted that George Poděbrady proposed the first formal system for 

the European Union.3 It is not to say that this is the actual model any attempt at constructing a 

common European market or identity followed, but that George constructed something historically 

novel which may have planted in the minds of those who followed the prospect of union. Tractis 

Pacis Toti Christianitati Fiendae (Treaty on the Establishment of Peace throughout Christendom), 

written in 1462, was recovered for modern scholarship at its 500th anniversary, commissioned by 

the United Nations.4 The introduction to the anniversary edition begins with the statement, “the 

most timely question we must ask ourselves when contemplating the future of mankind is how to 

ensure lasting peace among nations.”5 It further contends, “old projects and plans for eliminating 

war and preserving peace were viewed with complacency by historians until recent times. They 

aroused nothing more than historical curiosity and at best were regarded as interesting utopias, 

noble in spirit but quite unrealistic. The turning point came only in the 20th century. We live in an 

era when old, utopian ideas are being realized and this has made us far more aware of bold ideas 

and plans conceived in remote times.”6 The immediacy of this project in the 1460’s was Pius II’s 

rejection of the conciliarist Compacts of Basel. The immediacy of this project in the 1960’s, when 

 
3 Jacques Le Goff, The Birth of Europe, 400-1500 (Hoboken, NJ: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 159. 
4 George Poděbrady, The Universal Peace Organization of King George of Bohemia: A Fifteenth Century Plan for 

World Peace 1462/1964, ed. Jiri Kejr, trans. Ivo Dvorak, Published in cooperation with the Czech Commission for 

UNESCO. 
5 George Poděbrady, The Universal Peace Organization, 11. 
6 George Poděbrady, The Universal Peace Organization, 11. 
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it was resurrected, was increasing threats of nuclear war—in the Bohemian region no less through 

the Cold War. The world was in an era wherein the social imaginary of the Soviet’s would-be 

world-empire was tested and pushed to its limits. Today, in the 2020’s, the immediacy is once 

again striking as the European Union is being tested not only in practice, but in theory. Why should 

there be a European Union when the nations which comprise its membership are sovereign? Who 

is Brussels to Warsaw? Who is Brussels to Moscow? And more provocatively, who is Brussels to 

Rome?  

 The structure of George’s charter is a multilateral and international treaty which was open 

to any Christian kingdom (or state). It conceived of the world stage as one wherein Christendom 

had a shared heritage through its religion. Though each rival kingdom had claims against the other, 

the world stage was necessarily multipolar, and each kingdom must be admitted in a necessarily 

bipolar equality, framing each state as one among others in an equal relationship. George’s 

premise rested upon two basic propositions: 1) that the papacy and the (Holy Roman) empire had 

too much control over the sovereignty of national kingdoms; and 2) that out of the 117 historical 

Christian ‘states’, only 16 survived, implying a decline in virility and stability.7 The purpose of 

this peace charter therefore was to check the empire and church and safeguard the presence of a 

multi-state Christendom through posterity. The logic is that there is a deterioration of Christendom, 

considered to be primarily caused by a lack of internal unity and secondarily caused by the external 

threat of Islam.8 The primary duty of Christian rulers, according to him, is to ensure peace, unity, 

and the common defense against Islam entering Europe as it had in the past.  

 The first part of the document is the intent behind it, as discussed, and the second part is 

about its organization. The Treaty proposes a peace league constitutionally defined by 23 articles 

 
7 Though no explanation is given as to how King George arrived at this number. 
8 By which King George means the Ottomans. 
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which govern its social and political functions. The most definite goal, aside from the underlying 

principle of securing unity, is to remove war as a possibility for dispute amongst nations. To be 

clearer, it is not about a negative peace wherein the absence of war is secured through no fighting; 

it is about a positive peace wherein war is not a legal possibility. Though Islam is its constructed 

enemy Other, it does not mention war with the Turks even once. The central proposal to safeguard 

peace is through the establishment of an international court of justice within this organization. This 

is defined as a generale consistorium or iudicum and defended by the parlamentum, which is a 

representative body acting in a conciliar manner.   

 This universal peace organization was intended to be a legal body (corpus, universitas seu 

collegium verum) made up of several organs: the assembly of delegates (congregatio), the council 

of rulers (concilium), an international court of justice, and finally an administrative apparatus 

presided over by a secretary general (syndicus). The actual daily administration would be run by 

officiales who act as permanent employees of the organization. Its president or secretary general, 

however, would be rotating and elected. King George in Articles 17-23 outlines all of the voting 

provisions, the financial operations, and how to generate a corporate mission through the universal 

declaration of peace. The votes, arranged by nation, made it so all people—from prince to 

peasant—were the same according to their nation. The emperor’s role is nowhere to be found, but 

it does not necessarily state whether such an office persists. And the pope has only one role: 

mobilizing the resources of the Church for safeguarding Christendom against the Turks and the 

spread of Islam. The pope then assumes a role as spiritual father to the nations party to the treaty; 

something the papacy already claimed it was and projected itself as in the social imaginary.  

 Against the expansion of the Turks and the spread of Islam, if war was to be an option—

and it was argued war could be avoidable—it had to be a provision granted communi sententia 
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totius congregationis vel maioris partis eiusdem, or in consult with all member states. War, even 

with the Turks, was not actually mentioned as a viable option and was argued to be avoidable. It 

could only be made legitimate should the safety of Christians living in Turkish lands or on their 

periphery be in danger. This was not to legitimize war against the Turks; instead, it is to safeguard 

Christendom (securitas finitimorum christianorum).9 In the preamble he says, 

When almost the whole world was strong with the holiness of the Christian religion, the 

astute Mohammed first led astray the exiguous Arab nation. However, when his first 

attempts were not opposed, he gradually acquired so many of the lost people that he 

subjugated very large regions of Africa and Asia and incited them to commit a most 

detestable treachery. And then the utterly despicable Turks, who had most recently 

subjugated first the famous Greek Empire and then very many Christian lands and 

kingdoms, abducted an almost innumerable multitude of souls from Christian parts, took 

away everything as bounty, destroyed and defiled many convents and large churches, and 

perpetrated very many other evils.10 

To King George, Christendom was not lost after the failure of the Florentine Union, but severely 

weakened. Against the backdrop of competing nations for the seat of the papacy or the empire, 

George constructed an entirely new theory of Christian government. This was at once a conciliar 

government, but at the same time a universalist approach. Where King George could rightly be 

called a particularist or even a protonationalist through his Hussite and Bohemian loyalties, he 

focused on the whole of Christendom. This is precisely the first time wherein conciliar nationalism, 

modeled in people such as John of Paris, and the sort of conciliar universalism, modeled in those 

such as Marsilius of Padua, strike a harmonious chord. It is among the first significant attempts at 

creating a foundation for the conciliar government of national states, modeled first concretely in 

the League of Nations and later in the United Nations and European Union.   

 This is an not altogether controversial perspective. Though little attention has been paid to 

 
9 George Poděbrady, The Universal Peace Organization of King George of Bohemia: A Fifteenth Century Plan for 

World Peace 1462/1964, Articles 13 and 14. 
10 George Poděbrady, The Universal Peace Organization, Preamble, 83. 
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George’s Treaty, during its commissioned recovery in 1964 by the United Nations its editors made 

similar claims to its influence. When the United Nations was founded after the Second World War, 

the authors of the commemorative text said, “the primacy of [the U.N.’s] idea, too, was often 

ascribed to King George.”11 Though the authors do not mention the frequency of such attribution 

as a matter of fact, it is taken as granted that many of those interested in a universal peace plan 

through a universal organization were aware of George’s charter. They say an outstanding treatise 

was written ‘almost simultaneously’ with the creation of the UN Charter by the Soviet historian 

V. M. Koretski under the title “The Project of George of Poděbrady to Establish an Organization 

of Peace and Security.”12 They argue that Koretski made the case to describe the events of 1462-

1464 in light of their postwar European connections and it was “epochal” in its influential 

construction. Koretski applies George’s charter to the purpose and intent of Marx and the Soviet 

mission to collectivize, which the editors found constructive but offer no reason as to why. There 

is no necessary drive towards collectivization in George’s Treaty, unless one considers Christian 

unity collectivization. Then again, soviet does mean council after all.  

 Though perhaps it could be said that George’s project is acceptable and even potentially 

illuminating today, it was not well received in its time. George sent his ambassador Antonius 

Marini of Grenoble, a Frank, to all the various kingdoms in the Latin West to promote its 

construction. By 1462 and 1463, Marini’s articulation of George’s message took on an interesting 

twist where he attempted to cast it in a positive light for the imperial and ecclesial power centers 

in competition with each other. King George was roundly attacked by Pope Pius II and sought out 

 
11 George Poděbrady, The Universal Peace Organization, 61. 
12 George Poděbrady, The Universal Peace Organization, 61.; cf. Vladimir Mikhailovich Koretski, “Proyekt Yuriya 

Podiebrada ob organisatsii mira I bezopasnosti,” Ivestia Akademii Nauk SSSR, Otdel. Ekonomiki I prava 5 (1946): 

382-396. The editors of the UN commission say they are coupling this with the ‘too narrow’ interpretation given in 

Die Idee Europa, 1300-1946, Quellen zur Geschichte der politischen Einigung, ed. R.H. Forester (Munich, 1963). 
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better relations with Rome for Bohemia broadly. He believed his universal plan would effectively 

safeguard Christianity against the Turks, but it seemed to relegate the pope to a spiritual figurehead 

rather than any sovereign, let alone imperial monarch. This was a dynamic the papacy toyed with 

during the Council of Constance, assuaging the nationalist and conciliarist spirit of the council, 

but roundly rejected by the time of the Florentine Union a few decades later. Marini’s advice to 

George was to present the problem of power relations to the papacy as such, 

How can all Christian princes be brought to three objectives: first, to peace and a general 

treaty, secondly, to have them all together defend the Faith, thirdly, to preserve the honour 

(sic) of the Holy Mother of the Roman Church and the Holy See and the Holy Empire.13 

This is to say that Marini’s advice was to frame the entire project as not a rupturing of the Universal 

Empire and Church, but as an administrative apparatus which guaranteed the two were preserved 

eternally. In other words, the social imaginary of Christendom would be the superstructure, the 

Treaty’s bureaucratic government would be the base.   

 By 1464, when another congress was to meet at Basel to discuss the matters, the peace plan 

was jointly proposed by Kings Casimir of Poland, Matthias of Hungary, and George of Bohemia. 

The Hungarians had an acute interest in an ecumenical and universal plan to resist the Turks 

because they were hit the hardest of the remaining Christian kingdoms after the fall of East Rome.14 

It was following the failure of the Council of Mantua in 1459 where the pope called for another 

crusade against the Turks, heeded by virtually no Christian kings. Hungary, Bohemia, Poland, and 

 
13 George Poděbrady, The Universal Peace Organization, 39. 
14 This is particularly important because Emperor Sigismund, who ruled over Bohemia and the Holy Roman Empire, 

was Hungarian by upbringing. He instituted the now-infamous Order of the Dragon while only the king of Hungary. 

This chivalric order was designed to mimic the crusading orders of the centuries past but was radicalized particularly 

against the Ottoman Turk. It was an ecumenical organization in that it was extended to both Orthodox and Catholics, 

which is possibly the first of its kind. It was especially important in both Hungary and Wallachia. The Prince of 

Wallachia, Vlad II Dracul, took his name in honor of the order. He was the father of Vlad the Impaler, after whom the 

famous Dracula legend is based. The Order itself was known for its intensity and violent treatment of the Turks, 

leading to what would eventually come to be the foundation of the blood drinking of its Vampiric mythos. It was 

different from other new chivalric orders of its day, such as the Order of the Golden Fleece, in that it was not designed 

for hereditary nobility only—it was for one purpose: to expel the Turks from Europe. 
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other territories in Central Europe were largely left to themselves and were indeed in great peril 

from the ascendant Ottomans. On July 11th, 1464, Marini held a private talk with King Louis XI 

of France to attempt to persuade him to join in their peace plan and the crusade, but it was not 

useful. The French royal council was unconcerned with the affairs of the territory beyond their 

scope and saw the Czech delegation as a nuisance. Further, the French found the entire proposal 

to be fundamentally counter to the authority of the Universal Church and Empire. In an official 

pronouncement they said, 

That the King of Bohemia ought not to desire [this project], especially without the consent 

of the Holy Father, the Pope, and the Christian Emperor; and that it would appertain best 

to the Holy Father to negotiate this with the Emperor; and that the King of Bohemia ought 

not to interfere in the matter.15 

Within one month, Pope Pius II called King George to Rome as he stood accused of heresy. George 

never went. King George continued to reign and Pope Paul II (1417-1471), Pius II’s successor, 

declared him a “son of perdition,” and stripped him finally of his royal title. George appealed to 

convoking a general council, but it was of no use. He died in 1471 with his legacy of being the 

only non-Catholic king to rule in Latin Europe before the Reformation. And, of course, his plan 

for a conciliar government much like a European Union only being remembered today.  

 This episode is perhaps the most important lesson for today. Nationalism, especially a 

nationalism rooted in a resistance to imperialism like the Czechs, is not necessarily isolationist 

although it is deeply patriotic. It can be constructed in a bipolar way but grounded in a universal 

vision for prosperity and security. Therefore, it is not that the Bohemians desired unipolarity for 

themselves, but multipolarity for everyone through bipolar international governance. They had an 

imagined community, all of Christianity as a religion and all of Christendom as a territory, as their 

 
15 George Poděbrady, The Universal Peace Organization, 56.; cf. Archiv Cesky, VII, 437. Cited in UN Document. 
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primary concern. It is a lesson which bears significance on nationalism today, not in its imperial 

constructions, but those which seek to bring national pride and honor to the world stage wherein 

each group is incentivized to participate collectively. This is true of virtually all post-colonial 

nationalisms, including and especially the Irish and Scottish who in resisting English imperialism 

still seek greater union with Europe and the world. When the United Nations resurrected King 

George’s plan for peace, it was with the intention that this proposal would be a guiding light for 

future generations. It is to say that the wisdom from 1462 is still wisdom for our world today.  

 The call for universality was one which permeated Christendom throughout the majority 

of the fifteenth century. But even though King George’s Treaty was such a proposal that we today 

can glean insight from, it was hardly influential in its time. The most influential call for a universal 

vision for Christendom came from the papacy itself in the Florentine Union. The Union itself, 

ultimately a failure, was the cause for King George’s Treaty. The Union’s vision was a 

reconstruction of the Christianized Roman Empire. It was arguably the most ecumenical moment 

in Christian history for a millennium and still yet again for five more centuries. Its plan, more 

ambitious than George’s even, was to reunite the Universal Church—not just the Greek and Latin, 

but many particular churches. It was not only to reunite the Church, but it was also to reunite the 

Universal Empire—not just the East and West, but many particular territories never included 

before. And it was to order the Roman world along the hierocratic vision of the two powers, 

wherein the pope sat sovereign over the Church and the emperor sat sovereign over the Empire, 

kneeling to the pope. Specifically, this ideology was an attempt to stifle the growth of conciliarism 

as a vehicle for separating the two powers and their institutions. The attempted Union, for a very 

brief while, was successful. But it was far too little, too late. The “crisis of kingship,” in the 

fifteenth century, as Francis Oakley put it, was already in irreversible decline.  
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 The ultimate failure of the Florentine Union was not only a cause of the Reformation, as 

was argued by Joseph Gill. It was the cause of schism between Constantinople and Moscow and 

also Moscow and Kyiv.16 It fueled the Bohemian Reformation, resulting in the rise of King George 

as the first non-Catholic monarch in Europe since Christianization.17 It set the Greeks in a new 

relationship between themselves as an imperial people and as the cultural foundation of Europe.18 

It ended the pretentions of the papacy with the Donation of Constantine, proved there to be a 

forgery.19 It cemented the rise of House Medici and banking families in general.20 Its microcosmic 

universality facilitated intense intellectual exchange, leading to the rise of Renaissance 

 
16 On medieval Muscovy and its relationship with Kyiv, see: Serhii Plokhy, Lost Kingdom: The Quest for Empire and 

the Making of the Russian Nation (New York: Basic Books, 2018).; cf. Borys Gudziak, Crisis and Reform: The Kyivan 

Metropolitanate, the Patriarchate of Constantinople, and the Union of Brest (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1999). One of the most important developments out of the schism between Kyiv and Moscow is that it first furnished 

a schism or distancing between Moscow and Constantinople, but also provided the pretext for Moscow’s authority as 

an imperial nation, remaking the Roman social imaginary in its own national image. 
17  Alister McGrath, Intellectual Origins of the Protestant Reformation (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2003). 

McGrath covers both Wycliffe and Jan Hus as forerunners to the Protestant Reformation ignited by Martin Luther. 

Luther himself claims to be a Hussite (rhetorically at least).; cf. Steven Ozment, The Age of Reform, 1250-1550: An 

Intellectual and Religious History of Late Medieval and Reformation Europe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1980). Ozment also covers Wycliffe and Hus significantly as prototypical Reformation actors. He, more than even 

McGrath, locates the Reformation as a reaction against the growth of the papal monarchy, the advent of banking 

culture and systems, and indeed situates John of Paris as a seminal figure in the movement he situates as necessarily 

prior to the Reformation: the conciliarist controversy. That the conciliarist controversy was necessarily prior to the 

Reformation is arguable, but its influence on developments following the Reformation is much more unimpeachable.  
18 On this development of Greek identity, see: Anthony Kaldellis, A New Herodotos: Laonikos Chalkokondyles on the 

Ottoman Empire, the Fall of Byzantium, and the Emergence of the West (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2014). 

Kaldellis explains that Laonikos consciously reconstructs the classical Greek heritage with a post-Roman identity. No 

longer confined by the Christian imperial project, Laonikos and his teacher Gemistos Plethon craft a humanistic and 

even sociological landscape wherein the Greek is a founder of a civilization, not a nation. For further reading on the 

development of humanism out of East Roman Greek thought, see: Vojtech Hladký, The Philosophy of Gemistos 

Plethon: Platonism in Late Byzantium, between Hellenism and Orthodoxy (London: Routledge, 2014).; cf. Niketas 

Siniossoglou, Radical Platonism in Byzantium: Illumination and Utopia in Gemistos Plethon (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2016).; C. M. Woodhouse, George Gemistos Plethon: The Last of the Hellenes (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1986). 
19  Lorenzo Valla proved the Donation was a forgery through a philological approach, novel to its time. This 

methodology would become very important to later German romantics such as the Schlegel brothers. 
20 On the Medici family, but especially Cosimo, see: Dale Kent, Cosimo de’Medici and the Florentine Renaissance: 

The Patron’s Oeuvre (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000). 
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humanism.21 It ends the era of crusading, lasting almost half a millennium.22 It takes place in the 

midst of an interregnum leading to the establishment of House Habsburg on the western throne for 

hundreds of years.23 And, ultimately, its failure had a decisive role in facilitating the rise of national 

consciousness. In fact, almost most importantly of all, what its failure does is to end the late 

medieval social imaginary’s unitive vision. It is perhaps the greatest transformation of Rome’s 

social imaginary since Christianization began.   

 After the Council’s failure, the unitive concept pulsing through the Roman social 

imaginary—whether in the Latin West or East Rome—would never really be universal again. Out 

of this collapse of the medieval social imaginary, new variants arise. The consequences of the 

failure to implement the Florentine Union, indeed imperial and universal in character, produced 

an era of upheaval with competitive imaginaries. The papacy, despite not having real power of the 

sort, had even its verbal power drastically reduced. Pope Nicholas V, writing a letter to Emperor 

Constantine XI urging him to enforce the decrees agreed to at the Council of Florence, said “I 

don’t know […] if a place in the kingdom of heaven can be given to those who dissent from 

Christian unity.” The papacy knew the Union was on the brink of failure almost immediately and 

could offer no real aid to the Greeks. Though said to be delivered in a “most loving spirit,” the 

 
21 On the broader renaissance beyond the Greek Platonists, see: Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political 

Thought, Vol. I: The Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978) and Quentin Skinner, From 

Humanism to Hobbes: Studies in Rhetoric and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018); cf. John 

Greville Agard Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican 

Tradition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, [1975] 2016). 
22 The Council of Mantua in 1459 is the last crusade called to unite Christendom against the Turks. From the fifteenth 

century onward there is crusading language utilized by many parties, even including the United States in the war on 

terror, but it is never a formal crusade. The Council of Mantua is specifically responding the conditions of a collapsed 

or failed implementation of the Florentine Union. 
23 On the Habsburg dynasty and the Holy Roman Empire, see: Martyn Rady, The Habsburgs: To Rule the World (New 

York: Basic Books, 2020).; cf. Pieter M. Judson, The Habsburg Empire: A New History (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2016).; A. Wess Mitchell, The Grand Strategy of the Habsburg Empire (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2019).; Peter H. Wilson, Heart of Europe: A History of the Holy Roman Empire (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2016). 
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Union would be seen by many parties, not just Greeks, as the failure of papal imperialism.24 It 

would usher in an era of upheaval—an era of protest against Rome. The dream of King George 

was slightly too early to birth Europe. Instead, the period would see the rise of regional, littler 

Romes competing with Rome itself. 

NATIONES BETWEEN CHURCH AND EMPIRE 

 

The year is 1519. The city is Leipzig. The room erupted into pandemonium. It was true—he was 

a heretic and against Rome. Martin Luther, out loud, had just said, “Ja, ich bin Hussite.”  

 The story of Jan Hus is long and tells a critical, arguably opening chapter of the 

Reformation. Jan Hus and the Bohemian Reformation in general are often left as a minor prelude 

to Martin Luther at best or forgotten at worst. The Bohemian Reformation opens a window, not 

just into the era of protest against Rome, but also how protonationalism was forged and developed 

in resistance against universalist imperial projects. When Charles IV Luxembourg was crowned 

Holy Roman Emperor he moved the imperial capital to Prague. The administration of Charles saw 

a tremendous overhaul of the art and architecture in the city and sought to designate Prague as one 

of, if not the single greatest cities in Europe. Charles himself was a mix of Czech and German—

something that the electors for the empire saw as desirable given internal tensions. His election 

could effectively bring the Czechs closer to the imperial administration and relieve both growing 

anti-papal and anti-German sentiment. Charles transforming Prague into a great city had the 

promise of transforming the dynamics of the Holy Roman Empire and put the Czechs, perhaps 

briefly, at the imperial center of Christendom.  

 As with any imperial transfer (translatio imperii), it was to be coupled with a cultural 

 
24 Patrologiae cursus completus, Series graeca, ed. J.-P. Migne (Paris, 1857–66)160, cols. 1201-12.; cf. Nathanael 

Aschenbrenner, Reframing Empire: Byzantium and the Transformation of European Identity, C. 1400–1520. Doctoral 

dissertation (Cambridge: Harvard University, Graduate School of Arts & Sciences, 2019), 1. 
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transfer (translatio studii).25 Medieval universities were a source of intellectual development and 

often predicted great theological or political shifts which would later influence outside institutions. 

At the University of Prague (Charles University), they modeled its governance off the University 

of Paris natione system. The natione system split all of its students and faculty into a variety of 

national blocks. At the head of all nations was the consiliarii—the elected representative for that 

nation in the council system for university governance.26 At Charles University they had four 

nations: Bohemians, including the Moravians, Slavs, and Hungarians; the Poles; the Bavarians, 

which included all Germans; and the Saxons, who were Anglos. The distribution of the faculty and 

students was strictly based on where they were born and therefore entirely geographical and ethnic. 

Though the local population was majority Bohemian, the Germans dominated the University 

system in every respect, especially its governance where they were granted majority power. 

Technically, the majoritarian advantage of the Germans was against the design of the system yet 

was always the distribution of power within it at the expense of Bohemians. This, in general, was 

outrageous to the Bohemians and conflicts grew rapidly inside and outside Charles University. 

The faculty of theology pushed through legislation at the University almost exclusively German 

work and indeed favored them for the granting of degrees.  

 By December of 1384, Prague’s Archbishop Jan of Jenštejn, also the chancellor of the 

University, attempted to tip the scales to favor Czech locals. While Czechs were outnumbered by 

Germans through the immigration programs of Charles IV, the Archbishop managed to enact a 

 
25 Caspar Hirschi, The Origins of Nationalism: An Alternative Theory from Ancient Rome to Early Modern Germany 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 40. 
26 Pearl Kibre, The Nations in the Medieval Universities, (Medieval Academy of America, 1948), 43.; cf. R. N. 

Swanson, Universities, Academics, and the Great Schism, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002) and Daniel 

Hobbins, Authorship and Publicity before Print: Jean Gerson and the Transformation of Late Medieval Learning, 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009). Pearl Kibre’s text is the most foundational and comprehensive 

for this particular issue. It goes into the structure and institution of the University of Paris natione system and how it 

was implemented at virtually every University to the west of Prague. 
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policy where all further vacancies upon graduation or retirement would go to Czechs exclusively. 

At this point, the new king Wenceslaus IV began to agree with the Archbishop and attempted to 

show public favoritism toward the Czechs, granting the Bohemian natio in the University 

exclusive rights to the chapel of Corpus Christi. This created a mass exodus of Germans who left 

Charles University and founded the University of Leipzig in response. But the intense anti-German 

atmosphere never evaporated after this initial dispute.  

 Anti-German sentiment was extremely common in Bohemia in general and Prague in 

particular. Germans were seen often as agents of the empire and were treated as foreigners or even 

invading occupiers. The first historical text ever written in the Czech vernacular, The Chronicle of 

Dalimil (compiled between 1309 and 1311), makes central to its theme the antagonism between 

Czech and German as its historic basis for Czech identity. In it, a good king is a king who privileges 

the Czechs and oppresses the Germans—the good king represents the Czech nation. In fact, 

Dalimil uses a biblical paradigm of divine favor which is strictly rooted in the Czech nation 

“opposing” the Germans. The German threat to Czechs was real and tangible—they were often 

bombarded by the Teutonic Knights in the countryside and the fact of imperial German heredity 

made their governance often submissive to them. This was all assumed normative in political life 

for Bohemians when Emperor Charles IV, who was both Czech and German, moved the imperial 

capital to Prague. According to this document, the central feature of Czech history and Czech life 

is the presence of occupying Germans, spelling out misfortune for the nation. The Dalimil is 

considered today still a primary and foundational text for Czech identity.27  

 This strong anti-German sentiment was the general atmosphere in which Jan Hus grew up. 

 
27 Eloise Adde, The Chronicle of Dalimil and the Beginnings of Czech National Historiography in the Vernacular, 

Unpublished.; cf. Eloise Adde, “The Justification of Tyrannicide in the Chronicle of Dalimil. The Czech Nobility as 

the “Mystical Body” of the Realm,” in Medievalista 23 (2018). 
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Germans and Czechs were locked in a fierce mortal and cultural combat. Locally, the context was 

a strong anti-German and anti-imperial sentiment and more broadly, the context was in the midst 

of the papal schism and emergent conciliar movement. Though not completely, the two were 

connected. Jan Hus, part of the faculty of theology at Charles University, eventually became a 

dean and the rector of the school. A central feature of Czech nationalism which grew out of the 

popularity of The Chronicle of Dalamil was writing in the Czech vernacular, which Jan Hus took 

seriously in his own work. For the first time, the Dalimil opened up a new range of discourse for 

people who otherwise could not read Latin or medieval German. Aside from Jan Hus’ fame as one 

of the best preachers, he spent his time translating texts into the Czech language to safeguard and 

preserve Czech identity and character in the midst of German imperialism. Most important 

amongst Jan’s translations is, undoubtedly, the Trialogus by John Wycliffe.  

 John Wycliffe famously was the translator of the Bible into Middle English between 1381-

1395 and the chief inspiration of the Lollard Movement.28 Jan Hus took seriously Wycliffe’s 

academic praxis as a translator and adopted his spirit of ecclesiastical reform in his own preaching. 

In the same way that Martin Luther claimed to be a Hussite, Jan Hus was influenced by Wycliffe. 

This pre-Lutheran Reformation moment was primarily furnished by the twin factors of imperial 

overreach and ecclesiastical schism which in Jan Hus’ time had not come close to being solved. 

Coincidentally, the daughter of Charles IV, Anne of Bohemia, married King Richard II of England. 

John Wycliffe wrote in 1381 that Anne had received a translated copy of the New Testament into 

Czech which interested him very much. Wycliffe and Anne of Bohemia had a very positive 

 
28 On the Lollard Movement and Wycliffe’s influence upon it, see: J. C. Carrick, Wycliffe and the Lollards (New York: 

Charles Scribner & Sons, 1908).; cf. Anne Hudson, The Premature Reformation: Wycliffite Texts and Lollard History 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, [1988] 2002); Shannon McSheffrey, Gender and Heresy: Women and Men in 

Lollard Communities, 1420-1530 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995); Richard Rex, The Lollards 

(New York: Palgrave, 2002); Susan Royal, Lollards in the English Reformation: History, Radicalism, and John Foxe 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020). 
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relationship and he encouraged her to read the Bible, something very much condemned for women 

at the time. Anne came to study under Wycliffe at the University of Oxford and, through her 

encouragement of Czechs to study there as well, many of his works reached Bohemia. Jan Hus, 

though he did not study with Wycliffe personally, was a lifelong admirer of his work. He would 

regularly, like Wycliffe, denounce the corrupted clergy from the pulpit and even preach about his 

theories of reform—such as the doctrine of impanation in the Eucharist.29 But by 1405, after 

Wycliffe’s teachings had spread all around Europe, Pope Innocent VII directed various 

Archbishops, including the one in Prague, to publicly condemn Wycliffe. By 1406, however, 

Bohemian students returned to Prague with a sealed letter from the University of Oxford which 

Hus read from his preaching pulpit. After another condemnation in 1408, this time from Pope 

Gregory XII, Jan Hus capitulated and condemned the teachings of Wycliffe. Jan Hus is effectively 

setting the public discourse, and where the public sentiment goes with respect to supposed heretics 

disloyal to Rome. He is preaching to faculty and students at the University and he is also preaching 

to the laity who are deeply aroused by his provocative chastisements of the corrupted officials. 

Further, he is bringing to the public—learned and unlearned—their own texts in their own Czech 

vernacular. All considered, he is the premier example of the public intellectual and demonstrates 

at a very early stage the absolute necessity of freedom of expression in intellectual life and 

University culture.  

 
29 Impanation is a high and late medieval theory of the real presence of Christ in the consecrated bread of the Eucharist. 

It does not imply change in the substance of the bread or the body. Patterned after Christ’s Incarnation, it is the 

assertion that “God is made bread” in the Eucharist. It is similar, but not identical to the theory of consubstantiation 

popularized by the Lollard Movement. Like the Lollards’ consubstantiation, Impanation is considered heretical and 

was also rejected by Martin Luther, though it is believed it was taught by John of Paris. The source for this is found 

in the 1913 Catholic Encyclopedia, which says, “in conscious opposition to the Church, to establish, as plausible at 

least, the hypothesis,” quoting Jean saying, “the bread does not remain in its own suppositum, but is assumed through 

the Flesh or through the Body of Christ as a part of the esse and hypostasis of the Logos.” The Latin used for this is, 

“Ego dico panem ibi manere non in proprio supposito, sed tractum ad esse et suppositum Verbi, mediante carne aut 

corpore parte.” 
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 Wycliffitism permeating the Czech intellectual culture in Prague was apparent and 

ultimately got Jan Hus excommunicated not once, but twice. While originally Hus managed to 

escape censorship as the papal schism directed attention elsewhere, he ultimately turned his 

critiques to indulgences and financial corruption. This was, as it was with Luther, what earned him 

more immediate attention. After all, Martin Luther first had 97 Theses against the Scholastics 

earning him no major attention. When he critiqued the money, however, everything changed.30 

The class tensions of the time were enormous and early followers of Jan Hus were against financial 

corruption. John XXIII—the favorite for the Medici bankers in Florence—successfully swayed 

Prague elites to back a crusade against Naples, but it was strongly resisted by the lower classes. In 

fact, three peasant men openly challenged the crusade and the idea that indulgences could be 

granted upon participating in the crusade, were beheaded publicly. These were some of the first 

martyrs for the nascent Hussite Reform movement. Wenceslaus IV still had the ambition of being 

crowned emperor by the papacy as the emperor and attempted to reconcile the growing anti-

German and antipapal sentiment from Bohemians, but Wenceslaus himself had some sympathies 

for Jan Hus and the Czech national spirit. That would become a common theme with leaders from 

Bohemia who themselves had to decide between particular and universal identities.  

 The Hussite party did not inherently oppose Rome as a matter of policy, but more a matter 

of ethos. Jan Hus argued that the Bohemians should have the same ecclesial affairs as the rest of 

 
30 Jakob Fugger and Martin Luther are discussed more in depth in Chapter 3. On the relationship of wealth and the 

rise of Martin Luther, see: Richard Ehrenberg, Capital and Finance in the Age of the Renaissance: A Study of the 

Fuggers and their Connections (London: Forgotten Books, [1898] 2012).; cf. Mark Häberlein, The Fuggers of 

Augsburg: Pursuing Wealth and Honor in Renaissance Germany (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2012); 

Greg Steinmetz, The Richest Man Who Ever Lived New York: (Simon & Schuster, 2016). Important to understanding 

what happened to Luther is that when he released the 97 Theses against the Scholastics, he received no attention. It 

was after he released the 95 Theses where he began to criticize the economics of indulgences that he was treated with 

hostility. House Fugger and particularly Jakob Fugger was widely considered one of if not the richest men in Europe 

and financed many of the imperial ventures related to the papacy as well as various temporal crowns such as those in 

Spain and Portugal. 
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the church, but still resisted on the matter of the corruption of indulgences. Ultimately, despite the 

sympathies of Wenceslaus IV, Hus was exiled as Wenceslaus sided with the papacy against the 

emergent reform movement. Important during his exile is the idea that while out of Prague, Hus 

supposedly “appealed” to Christ himself, against the Church and empire. This was, in a sense, a 

proto-Protestant notion that Christ has a personal relationship with each individual believer and 

therefore bypasses the laws set out by institutions run by human men.31 Stories of the “appeal” 

were spread throughout Bohemia and made Hus not just a nuisance, but a geopolitical threat to the 

unity of the imperial and ecclesial apparatuses. He made a direct assault on the authority of 

mediated temporal rulership, which he considered both present in the papacy and the empire, in 

favor of a personal relationship with God.  

 Jan Hus, in a real way, challenged the foundational structure of the temporal-spiritual 

dispute of the previous century. He held a version of the hierocratic argument, wherein the spiritual 

was indeed above and in control of the temporal. But Hus did not locate authority of the hierarchy 

in the institution of the papacy, but in Christ himself and Christ’s relationship with humans on 

earth. It was not a neglect of the separationist-hierocratic divide, it was a negation of its entire 

logic. The idea then was perhaps more relational than descendant or ascendant with respect to the 

hierarchy Hus had in his mind. Where in the hierocratic paradigm of the previous century it is a 

descending orderliness through temporal institutions, Hus begins with Christ and then Christ’s 

relationship with human beings and human beings with each other. This type of anthropology 

maintains the purpose of the church and scripture as mediators of Christ, but it obliterates the need 

for the papacy as the arbiter or authority on that mediation. One’s own appeal to Christ is supreme 

over the pope. This really was a protestant theology of reform and order.  

 
31 Jan Hus, “Magistri Ioannis Hus appelatio ad supremum iudicem” (in Latin).  
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 At the Council of Constance, where the papal schism was solved, Hus was asked to agree 

and recant on four issues unconditionally: 1) that he was in error; 2) that he renounced them; 3) 

that he recanted them; and 4) that he declared the opposite out loud and publicly. Though granted 

an order of safe passage by Sigismund, the brother of Wenceslaus IV, he was sentenced to death 

for his refusal to do this. At the stake set to burn, it is claimed Hus said, “God is my witness that 

the things charged against me I never preached. In the same truth of the Gospel which I have 

written, taught, and preached, drawing upon the statements of the holy fathers, I am ready to die 

today.”32 In some of his last written letters, in June of 1415, he wrote to the University. It was his 

final charge that they “promote the honor of God,” and that he loved them all.33 In his letter to the 

“Faithful Bohemians” he tells the story of Sts. Gregory of Nyssa and John Chrysostom who were 

condemned by two councils (the Oaks and Constantinople) but were ultimately vindicated. He 

frames this struggle as the war between Christ and Antichrist, asserting that the Bohemians and 

Moravians are on the side of Christ. The Germans and the pope, then, were on another. To Hus, 

no council, pope, emperor, or king had the ability to truly condemn him. There was “no heresy in 

me,” he said. As he expired, he repeated a variant of the Hesychastic Jesus Prayer, “Christ, Son of 

the Living God, Have Mercy on Us.” This is a particularly interesting variant which speaks to his 

theology in a way previously undiscussed. Where the common prayer is “have mercy on me” he 

says “have mercy on us,” which signals to us as listeners a corporate, social sin in which we are 

all guilty and interdependently guilty at that. It speaks to an inherently revolutionary impulse in 

his theology. Upon Jan Hus’ death, war raged across Bohemia. A revolution was born.  

 The importance of Jan Hus is not incidental. He is arguably among the first nationalists 

 
32 David Schley Schaff, Jan Hus: His Life, Teachings, and Death, after Five Hundred Years (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 

1915), 257. 
33 Jan Hus, “Letter XXVIII To the University of Prague,” June 27, 1415 in The Letters of John Hus, ed. and trans. 

Matthew Spinka (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1972). 
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properly speaking and is a protestant before the Reformation. What is different from Jan Hus in 

comparison to other reformists before him is that his theology made direct claims on temporal 

order and his theology directly acted upon it. The Bohemian Reformation, frequently discussed 

exclusively in theological terms, becomes one of the most incredible military movements in 

history. They decisively beat back imperial forces several times and influenced modern warfare 

with new methods never seen before.34 Previous reform movements and influential reformists 

certainly existed—even Wycliffe is among them—but theirs were never revolutionary in the way 

Hus’ was. Hus, of course, likely would not have recognized the militancy which would arise after 

his death. But he absolutely would have recognized the anti-German sentiment within it as 

thoroughly Czech and indeed fitting of his broader political concerns. Hus did not seek a nation-

state; no one did at that period. Hus sought the freedom of Christians and through their personal 

relationships with God. To secure that, it required that Bohemians, as a nation, were free.  

THE SPIRIT OF NATIONALISM AT THE COUNCIL OF CONSTANCE 

 

Would it not be expedient, because of the jealousy between nations about the Papacy, to 

transfer the Papal seat from nation to nation…? It would then emerge, against the will of 

naysayers, which nation has the best candidate, if chronicles are written about them at all.35 

The Church was in schism. The papacy, split three ways, was a scandal in the Latin West. And the 

growing threat of particular interests fundamentally disputed the universality of both Church and 

Empire. George C. Powers, writing in 1928, was among the first to notice that at the Council of 

Pisa in 1409 the “new spirit of nationalism” had emerged. He says,  

How great a menace to the interests of Church unity was this new attitude of the delegates, 

may be appreciated from the fact that during the Fourteenth Century Western Europe had 

advanced with giant strides toward the formation of national states. This movement had 

 
34 Alexander Querengässer, Before the Military Revolution: European Warfare and the Rise of the Early Modern State 

1300-1490 (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2021) and Alexander Querengässer, Hussite Warfare: The Armies, Equipment, 

Tactics and Campaigns (Berlin: Zeughausverlag GmbH, 2019). 
35 Anonymous, Avisamentum, Council of Constance, 1415.; cf. Hirschi, 94. Cited in Hirschi. 



108 

 

served to bring about a feeling of emulation among the peoples of Europe which might 

have the effect of convincing the delegates that, even though their fundamental purpose in 

being present at the General Council was that of being witnesses to tradition, they were 

also representatives of their nation. Hence it would be their duty at the General Council to 

advance the interests of their nation and to repel any suggestion of limiting national rights. 

But such an unecclesiastical spirit, so out of harmony with the conciliar tradition, served, 

if anything, to intensify the growing demand for such an assembly where these sentiments 

would find expression.36 

The new spirit of nationalism at the Council of Pisa attempted to reconcile the western papal 

schism. It deposed Benedict XIII (Avignon) and Gregory XII (Rome) and allowed for the two 

camps in the College of Cardinals to elect Pope Alexander V in 1409. The spirit of nationalism, 

not yet in full force at Pisa, was latent in the antagonism between the Roman and Avignon 

Obediences. The Roman position, believing it was representative of the whole of Christendom 

contended against the powerful national concerns of House Capet, despite the fact Avignon was 

technically outside of the kingdom’s territory.37 Though the council settled on the election of 

Alexander V, the schism did not technically end. The Avignon and Roman claimants continued 

their challenge. After Alexander’s quick death in 1410 and he was succeeded by Medici-backed 

John XXIII, there were then three claimants.38 Sigismund, then King of the Romans, suggested 

John call a new council to finish the work of Pisa. At Constance in 1414, a greater assembly beyond 

the Obediences of Rome and Avignon were active from all over Christendom, ushering in a wave 

 
36 George C. Powers, “Nationalism at the Council of Constance,” in The Catholic Historical Review 14, No. 2, (Jul 

1928), 193. 
37 Avignon was in Provence, not the Kingdom of France. It was under the rule of kings from Sicily from House Anjou, 

a cadet branch of House Capet in France. Philip IV of France, who inherited the lands from his father, gave them to 

Charles II of Naples naming him Count of Provence. Thus, the lands were not technically under French rule but the 

king who ruled them was under French influence most definitely. 
38 When one describes John XXIII today, one often adds the title “Antipope” to his name. He was not viewed as an 

antipope in any decisive or definitive way until 1958 when Angelo Roncalli took the name over, forgoing the name 

John XXIV. Many, possibly even most, believed John XXIII of the fifteenth century was a legitimate pope who was 

deposed for misconduct and then resigned. Catholics indeed accepted the legitimacy of the Council of Pisa until the 

mid-twentieth century. This is confusing because Rodrigo Borgia took the name Alexander VI, implying Alexander 

V was viewed as having legitimate succession. It is one of those oddities of papal history, causing confusion to this 

day. 
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of national consciousness through the council. There, Jan Hus would be condemned and killed and 

ultimately John XXIII as well as the Roman and Avignonese claimants resigned.39 The agreed 

candidate, finally, was Pope Martin V who reunited the Latin West after the schism.  

 Powers writes, “though the schism had lasted so long, neither the Church nor the people of 

Europe could adjust themselves to it. Not only had it become a threat to Church solidarity and 

Christian unity but a menace to the peace of Europe.”40 Not only was the western church in schism 

but the western Sacrum Imperium was as well. A general council was the only assurance of 

rectifying the schism of both the church and empire. Sigismund, understanding the tremendous 

challenge of reuniting both the churches as well as his temporal territories, convoked the council 

mimicking the emperors of old yet without their unilateral authority. By choosing Constance as 

the site of the council, Sigismund had effectively rooted out the Avignonese influence which was 

very powerful at the Council of Pisa. The rectors at the University of Paris had appealed to John 

XXIII to have a council on French soil. By choosing an imperial city against French interests, 

Sigismund effectively solidified his title as King of the Romans. And, to the Constantinian logic 

of who rightly calls a council, it was through this move he was the political victor against ascendant 

French power. The purpose of the council was to bring together the temporal princes, reunite the 

western church, and “destroy the new-born heresies, and institute a far-reaching reform.”41 Powers 

suggests that Sigismund believed it had been possible at this newly called council to not only 

 
39 There is some confusion as to what it means to resign in this capacity. Pope Benedict XIII never resigned, and his 

claim was still supported by the Kingdom of Aragon up through the Council of Siena in 1423. Even as recently as 

2018, supporters of Cardinal Pedro de Luna, who took the name Benedict XIII, petitioned the Vatican to acknowledge 

his papacy as legitimate. Resignation itself is not something necessarily forced but rather in some of these cases a 

settlement reached which appeases differing parties. In the case of Gregory XII and John XXIII, they were made 

bishops of Frascati. Clement VIII, the successor of Benedict XIII, was made bishop of Majorca. Though no longer 

claiming to be bishops of Rome, they still maintained power and prestige. 
40 Powers, “Nationalism at the Council of Constance,” 193. 
41 Powers, “Nationalism at the Council of Constance,” 200. Specifically, the rise of Hussitism in the Crownlands of 

Bohemia.  
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reunite the western church under an agreed upon pope, but establish ecumenical reunion between 

East Rome and the Latin West. Sigismund, in communication with Emperor Manuel II Palaiologos 

in Constantinople, had already made “overtures of peace.”42 This, of course, did not happen at the 

Council of Constance but set the stage for the Councils of Basel and then Ferrara-Florence wherein 

reunion between East and West did in fact occur briefly at the elite level.  

 Powers said of the proceedings that “because of the age, the Council of Constance […] 

could not fail to become a forum for the discussion of every variety of European interest.”43 What 

he means by this is that the council, beyond the stated purposes of reconciling the papacy in one 

candidate, became a general European forum wherein each nation expressed their particular 

concerns to the universal Christian body. This, in Powers’ mind, was a bad thing. Powers believed 

it was, borrowing a phrase from Ephraim Emerton, “the First European Congress,” and again from 

J.A. Wylie, a “Reichstag of Christendom.”44 What this means is, essentially, where it was indeed 

the first congress of European peoples over European concerns, it was in effect the start of 

Christendom’s death and Europe’s birth. That is Christendom’s death starts wherein the medieval 

social imaginary effectively became null and void in competition with national concerns; national 

concerns then trumped universal Roman ones, which were the primary agenda foiled by secondary 

and unstated ones. Further, it is to Powers an example where there is a shift—perhaps 

unconsciously—from Christendom to Europe. This shift, ultimately, is extremely important. The 

basic concern, Powers argues, is that the general council after the failure of Pisa “must afford 

 
42 Powers, “Nationalism at the Council of Constance,” 200.; cf.: Finke, acta concili constanciencis, vol. I, pp 391 for 

correspondences between Sigismund and Manuel. 
43 Powers, “Nationalism at the Council of Constance,” 201.; cf. John Neville Figgis “Politics at the Council of 

Constance,” in Transactions of the Royal Historical Society XIII (New Series), 103-115. 
44 Powers, “Nationalism at the Council of Constance,” 201.; cf. Ephraim Emerton, “The First European Congress” in 

Harvard Theological Quarterly 12 (1919): 275-293.; cf. James Aitken Wiley, The History of Protestantism (London: 

Cassell & Company, 1878). 
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representation to every locality.”45 At this council, and for the first time, European politics were 

exhibited with a force and on a large scale wherein every local autonomy, every minor sovereign, 

and every national interest was in competition. At Constance, the particular trumped the universal.

 The uniqueness of the attitudes of the delegates in this particular council was precisely that: 

a competition between localized interests. The Latin West, at this time, was practically in a state 

of continental war—from Hungary to England—in a multitude of contests and theaters. This 

attitude of warfare, Powers says, “would have its effect on the question that was sure to come up 

for settlement in one form or another, namely, the relation of the individual to the Church, the 

question as to what extent the Church might claim the loyalty of the individual as against certain 

demands of the national state.” 46  Powers believes that at the council there is an attempt to 

substantiate and delineate the antique idea of the Church-Empire dynamic of the Roman social 

imaginary, but it is effectively challenged by the circumstances of war and politics. He says, 

paraphrasing Viscount James Bryce, “of the Holy Roman Empire; into it all the life of the medieval 

world gathered; out of it all the life of the modern world arose.”47 The antique-modern kernel 

which Otto von Gierke spoke of laid the foundations for the creation of the modern state—the 

national unit as constructed against Universal Empire or Church and in relation to other national 

units. The construction of these sorts of national units arose out of a contest over the decision-

making process of a general council and the role of a superordinate monarch: the pope.  

 Of this power dynamic, Powers believes, “nationalism and the spirit it represents should 

be alien to an Ecumenical Council.”48 The method of securing a decision in a council did not 

 
45 Powers, “Nationalism at the Council of Constance,” 201. 
46 Powers, “Nationalism at the Council of Constance,” 201-2. 
47 Powers, “Nationalism at the Council of Constance,” 203.; cf. Viscount James Bryce, The Holy Roman Empire (New 

York: Macmillan Company, 1907), 446. 
48 Powers, “Nationalism at the Council of Constance,” 172. 
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destroy the Church or the Empire in this period, and it also did not intensify the schism and in fact 

solved it. But the method of voting it adopted—that the delegates vote based on national 

categorization—was basically new and “out of harmony with the conciliar tradition.”49 To Powers, 

this new voting system and the spirit of nationalism which furnished it, was an imminent danger 

to Church unity and hierarchical ecclesial independence. The voting system at Constance was 

modeled after the University of Paris nationes system, which was also implemented at Charles 

University in Prague. Further, he believes it stopped major reforms from being implemented which 

could have helped establish greater peace in “Europe.” It also reduced the papacy to a subordinated 

role compared to the national parties vying for competitive concerns. But Powers wrote all of this 

in 1928—when nationalism was at its most potent and most dangerous in the interwar period. 

Nationalism, as Powers understands it, perhaps was destructive of the medieval church hierarchy 

of the time, but it proved destructive of the imperial hierarchy some decades later—and centuries 

later liberated many from the imperial hegemony of both through decolonization.  

 That shift with respect to the papacy cannot be passed over quickly. The self-understanding 

of the papacy prior to that was, given the fullness of power on earth, lord of the world. This was 

the papacy imagined to be the head of the Roman social imaginary, having varying levels of real 

power at various times. The conciliarist critique of the fullness of power in the pope changed that 

trajectory considerably, in fact winning concessions at the Council of Constance. Haec sancta, 

published in April 1415 at the council, cemented the logic that an Ecumenical Council is supreme 

in authority over a singular pope. It says, “this Synod, rightly assembled in the Holy Spirit, which 

is a general council and represents the warring Catholic Church, has its authority directly from 

Christ; to you, everyone, whatever their rank or whatever their dignity, even if it should be papal, 

 
49 Powers, “Nationalism at the Council of Constance,” 172. 
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is bound to obey what concerns the faith, the eradication of the schism in question and the general 

reform of the head and members of this Church of God.”50  This changed not only the self-

understanding of the papacy, but moved the papacy to reposition itself in a new dynamic with 

respect to particular national monarchies and parties.   

 Francis Oakley notes that “as [the papacy] struggled to overcome the great constitutional 

challenges posed by the conciliarists,” they came to be cast throughout the fifteenth century, “and, 

indeed, to cast itself,” not as lord of the world. Rather, the conscious shift was to move from 

“superordinate power in Christendom” to “that of a mere territorial prince among princes or, at 

most, of one monarchy among many.”51 Though that mindset mattered less at the Council of 

Constance, it came to be crucial in the coming decades moving towards the Florentine Union. It 

marks a point wherein two major shifts occur: a recognition that sharing of power has authority 

(conciliarity); and also that particularized authority, presented as particular, is one-among-many 

(nationalism). It is not to say that the papacy was particularist, because it was not; rather, it is to 

say that the “spirit of nationalism,” had already challenged the very logic of the papacy’s pretense 

to an imagined fullness of power and its universal scope. The conciliarist’s brief victory over 

universal authority opened up the door for the new spirit of nationalism at Constance and at 

Florence, ever-present throughout the fifteenth century.  

 Caspar Hirschi argues that at this period what causes the rise of national consciousness 

emerging around or before the Council of Constance are new dimensions of national honor. Honor, 

through the chivalric code and through prestige tournaments, is something generally associated 

 
50 Haec sancta was published on April 6th, 1415. It has been widely seen as ‘essential’ in the conciliarist movement, 

but the reverse is probably truer. Conciliarists, rather than being shaped by Haec sancta, were able to influence council 

proceedings in such a way to secure its passage. The reason this likely true, at least to us, is because Haec sancta 

became opposed relatively quickly and conciliarism as a ‘movement’ effectively declined afterwards. Thus, the power 

of conciliarism was before the publication of Haec sancta, not after. 
51 Francis Oakley, The Watershed of Modern Politics, 138. 
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with individuals throughout much of the Middle Ages. But in the late medieval era, honor begins 

to take on a new corporate form pertaining to group-identity. Part of this change is from a national 

consciousness emerging through an unprecedented level of mobility.52 The traditional sense of a 

collective honor was generally focused on hierarchical relationships—i.e. one’s honor is because 

of one’s liege-lord being honorable—but new communities of honor emerged by the blurring of 

orders. Examples of this were merchants who would abandon their commerce or craft in an effort 

to buy landed estates and asking for titles. Another was the fact of clergy, particularly from the 

higher levels, abandoning any sense of material chastity for more exaggerated demonstrations of 

participation in courtly culture. These sorts of things fostered an “increasingly conflict-laden 

relationship” between urban and rural, rich and poor, lay and cleric, and all else.53  

 What emerged out of this collapse of interdependency and the breakdown of the traditional 

three-fold ordering of medieval society was national honor being found in linguistic (lingua), 

behavioral (mores), territorial (regna), and cosmographical criteria, as Hirschi argues.54 Instead of 

only the nobility having ‘honor’ in the traditional sense, honor was more about status and 

presentation than title or land. This opened up a new sense of how honor could become universally 

applied to anyone within the social order, except for one: those who are not free. Therefore, this 

created the bedrock notion of who is a citizen of the nation and who is not. Those who are free can 

be part of the nation, and those who are unfree are not. The nation was at this point now a 

community of honor—a local and particular one. This is precisely where Hirschi sees something 

so dramatic taking place at the Council of Constance, wherein the positioning between national 

units is so apparently focused on honor constructed against other similarly conceived units.  

 
52 Caspar Hirschi, The Origins of Nationalism, 94. 
53 Hirschi, The Origins of Nationalism, 94. 
54 Hirschi, The Origins of Nationalism, 95. 
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 When Sigismund called the council, he originally proclaimed he would stand above the 

nationes, especially given the papacy’s reduced role. This was for two reasons primarily: 1) to 

stand as a representative of the empire, consciously determined to counter East Rome’s claims; 

and 2) to act as a patron for the whole church, repositioning Sacrum Imperium as the closest 

temporal regime to the Universal Church after Avignon captivity. But after a meeting with the 

Gallicans in March 1415, the French mandated they would not operate with any stranger as a 

governor, pulling out the logic of John of Paris that the emperor had no jurisdiction over the 

Franks.55 Though the council gathered in Sigismund’s imperial city, nationalist attendees refused 

to recognize his jurisdiction over them and demanded he was excluded from its proceedings. The 

French and Italian prelates dominated the council and were overrepresented by far, a pattern 

generic to the University of Paris nationes system wherever it was implemented. This 

overrepresentation was something highly problematic to Sigismund and the Germans there. 

Hirschi put this well when he said that as early as one year after this, Sigismund “was forced to 

realise (sic) that his power base was restricted to one natio, the Germanica.”56 The emperor had 

no clothes, if his dress was to be considered power over Christendom. His garb was German only.

 Toward the end of the Council of Constance the German jurist Job Vener wrote a reform 

treatise which attempted to expand the logic of the natio beyond what the University of Paris model 

had given them. He said, “I understand natio according to the divisions of the nationes at this Holy 

General Council of Constance and according to their divisions at future general councils.”57 But 

wanted the natio instead to be natio principalis, and wanted Germans to be elected into the College 

of Cardinals which would therefore include all clerics of German lands. Further, Vener said, 

 
55 Gallicans in fact used John of Paris’ arguments and read his text. This is discussed in Chapter 3. John of Paris and 

his unique contribution to both conciliarism and nationalism is discussed in Chapter 1. 
56 Hirschi, The Origins of Nationalism, 83. 
57 Vener, ‘Avisamentum’, in Weinrich Miethke (ed.), Quellen zur Kirchenreform, 406-8.; cf. Hirschi, 86. 
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It is of no importance if somebody says: the Germans have the Empire, …therefore they 

must renounce a share in their spiritual father, the Pope, and in their mystical body, the 

College of Cardinals… It signifies nothing, either, if somebody says: the Germans do not 

want to be Cardinals, since the Archbishops of Mainz, Cologne, and Trier and others have 

been offered the cardinalate repeatedly without accepting it. I answer to this: if the 

cardinalate had been offered to eminent Doctors of Theology, or to provincials, priors, 

masters, or ministers of orders, or of similar men to the German natio, perhaps many would 

have accepted!58 

Further still, Vener accused the Italians of economic and cultural conspiracy and presented the 

Germans as victims of this conspiracy. He said, 

Gold and silver are now rare in Germany, so that not even the Emperor of the world, who 

lives in Germany, has an abundance of it; the mines in Bohemia, Hungary, near Goslar and 

elsewhere have been exhausted. In Italy, one can find gold and silver. In addition, a few 

depraved Italians hate and ridicule the Germans. They say: the Italians see with two eyes, 

the French with one, and the Germans with none. Indeed, they even say that the mule of an 

Italian is still wiser than a German.59 

Vener seems to be implying Petrarch, alongside other Italian humanists, degrade Germans in this 

broad cultural conspiracy, Hirschi believes. Beyond this, it cannot be denied that the republican 

Italians—especially through House Medici in Florence, the Genoese, and the Venetians—had 

indeed had a strong reputation and plunder through mercantilism and banking. Further, it showed 

how Germans conceived of their imperial status at the time; it was precisely the same as the papacy 

decades prior: as lord of the world, only through temporal power. This exact paradigm would be 

exaggerated to a greater degree after the fall of East Rome four decades later, especially at the 

court of Charles V of House Habsburg. Where the Council of Constance’s initial struggle over the 

nationes was at first about the language of national honor, the relationship of nations to the seats 

of power in the papacy and the empire, and about the shame of such things it had now morphed 

into a political issue. This, to be clearer, was about corporate and communities of honor, 

 
58 Hirschi, The Origins of Nationalism, 393-6. 
59 Hirschi, The Origins of Nationalism, 414-15. 
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symbolizing the basis for national consciousness and the spirit of nationalism. Where originally 

nationes were an abstract or imagined community, they were concretizing. They were becoming 

representative blocks which would in time demand self-determination.   

 The idea that the Council of Constance was a “Reichstag of Christendom,” as the famous 

nineteenth century historian put it, denotes a sense that Christendom was set on fire. The reason 

one might make a claim of this magnitude is not simply because it was a controversial episode 

wherein tensions were fraught. Tension was the status quo of whatever social imaginary we call 

Christendom. There were always major controversies and always there was also a chance at its 

collapse. The reason one might make that claim, and in fact rightfully so, is because the internal 

logic of Christendom was no longer apparently powerful and increasingly less meaningful. For 

reasons such as the papacy taking a reduced role in prestige and power or the fact that the German 

emperor was viewed as strictly local in his authority and jurisdiction, or the fact that the general 

council as a decision-making mechanism became a forum for national representation and interests, 

the foundations of Christendom were destabilized. Nationalism itself is not the force which 

disrupted Christendom as such; it was merely a result of that disruption already taking place. The 

problem rested in the separation of powers and the reconfiguration of power in the decision-making 

process increasingly defining a Europe of nations instead of Christendom. Rome’s social 

imaginary was divided and there were many particularities attempting to claim whatever was left 

for themselves. The unitary vision for Christendom was short-lived thereafter. 

THE COUNCIL OF FLORENCE 

 

The conciliar victory at the Council of Constance was significant. It had laid bare the open position 

that a council had authority over a pope and, perhaps more importantly, that the Church was not 

static, it was in via. Jean Gerson (1363-1429), a moderate French conciliarist, was a proponent of 
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a Church which acted not as an imperial hegemon, but one which treated its ecclesiology as, what 

Mark Burrows called, “the shaping matrix of theological theory and practice”.60 For Gerson, 

ecclesiology was not a strict practical discipline, nor a strict theoretical one, but one which upheld 

“the model of vita ambidextra,” wherein it blended theoria and praxis effortlessly.61 Gerson, 

concerned with reformation ecclesia Dei saw a program for comprehensive reform extending 

beyond the papal schism (reformatio in capite) into a reform which should permeate, “every 

stratum of the hierarchical church” (reformatio in membris). 62 The Church, for Gerson, was more 

than just the ecclesia visibilis, it was a social hierarchy based in divine order. Echoing the formerly 

common hierocratic paradigm, Gerson takes a unique stance wherein the hierarchical structure is 

not firmly governed by the pope, but by the council. In other words, Gerson’s hierocracy was 

conciliar, authorized not by one, but by many.  

 The Church in via means that it is, to Gerson’s logic, always developing. The visible 

church, the ecclesia visibilis, is content adapting to its form. Gerson had what Mark Burrows called 

a “Dionysian vision of the Church,” wherein there is a hierarchy, but this hierarchy is constantly 

working through the lower and the higher. It is one where, following Dionysius through Aquinas, 

Gerson saw the Church as a hierarchical order where the lower (idiotae) are led back to God 

through the higher. Gerson was long a skeptic of academic theology, despite being heavily 

influenced by Aquinas, and saw the idiotae as foundational to the Church in via. He privileges 

here a sense of communitas over libertas, making a distinction between correctio fraterna and 

correctio juridicaria.63 What he is attempting to build is a model wherein the purpose of the 

 
60 Mark Stephen Burrows, Jean Gerson and De Consolatione Theologiae (1418) (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1991), 

210. 
61 Burrows, Jean Gerson, 211. 
62 Burrows, Jean Gerson, 213. 
63 Burrows, Jean Gerson, 224. 
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Church is to bring about community on earth and through the ecclesiastical hierarchy correct the 

sins of the world. This, Gerson believes, is an argument against Jan Hus. In Gerson’s mind, Hus 

individualized sin—which is in retrospect debatable—but precisely for this reason Gerson 

amplifies the communal aspect of sin which has a bigger effect on civil society. Gerson’s theory 

is that only the church, the ecclesia visibilis, governed properly according to conciliar tradition, 

could safeguard “not individual liberties but the common good of the body politic.”64 While 

Gerson was sympathetic to Hus’ position on simony and corruption, he thought the structure of 

the church as a society-shaping matrix overrode any cause for serious rebellion. That said, 

correctio fraterna is qualified with the Thomistic conception of epikeia—the right to rebel against 

the letter of the law.65 Because if one does not exercise one’s right to rebel against tyranny or sin, 

one is subject to degeneration and deterioration.  

 The Church in via meant change was a feature, not a bug. But change, in this sense, was 

not change for its own sake, it was change aimed at reform—reform which meant to capture the 

Church’s mission and essence more perfectly than it visibly existed already. The previous two 

councils at Pisa and Constance had aimed at restructuring the Latin West and beginning overtures 

towards reconciliation with East Rome. Constance achieved unity in the Latin West with elite 

power brokers but ignited an exceptionally violent rebellion in Bohemia after Jan Hus’ death. After 

Constance, there was a renewed vigor with respect to the need for increasingly frequent councils 

aimed at consensus—a reform won at Constance by the conciliarists. The frequency was no longer 

 
64 Burrows, Jean Gerson, 224. 
65  This development of the concept of epieikeia comes from Aquinas moving beyond the original biblical and 

Aristotelian meaning of epieikeia. In Aquinas’ understanding of the shortened epikeia, it is the right to rebel regarding 

the virtue of knowing when to break the letter of the law. In the biblical meaning, as in Acts 24 and 2 Corinthians 10, 

epieikeia means gentleness. Aristotle’s understanding of the word is more in line with where Aquinas develops it, 

regarding a sense that one can have a moral competence which challenges and even overrides written law. As it is 

used in the Roman Catholic tradition the sense of the word has come to mean that a law is not applicable when it 

conflicts with natural law, especially in cases of hardship.  
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at the whim of either a pope or an emperor, but a fixed term. Pope Martin V convoked a council 

to be held immediately after the first fixed term following Constance ended, intended to be held at 

Pavia. Looming in the background of the fifteenth century was the Black Plague, ravaging the 

continent and decimating city populations nearly everywhere. Pavia, then in a pandemic outbreak, 

was deemed unsafe so the Council of Siena (1423-1424) was held in its place. Today, the Council 

of Siena is not registered as an official Ecumenical Council. That is because the type of 

conciliarism promoted at Siena was later deemed heretical in nature. Through these events, the 

Church was in via, aimed at its higher self in reform, but would be met with rebellion.  

 Conciliarists broadly speaking were a diverse movement. But among the most popular 

types of thinking at Siena, and why it was deemed heretical, was a renewed proposal of the French 

to promote Gallicanism. The council, sparsely attended because of the pandemic, was fixated on 

heresy as its primary enemy. They condemned the Hussites, followers of John Wycliffe, followers 

of John XXIII, and most importantly, the last decree was to postpone negotiation for reunion with 

Greeks. The decrees were uncontroversial at the time, but the Gallicans attempted to push their 

matters more fervently than they had at Constance. The reasons they were weaker at Constance 

have already been outlined, but the sparse attendance allowed them to push their designs—though 

unsuccessfully—with sheer numbers. By February 1424, Pope Martin V believed the further 

negotiations with the Gallicans were going nowhere with the Roman Obediences. Against the 

Gallicans, Martin dissolved the council and convoked a new one at Basel. This preliminary 

conflict, already showing the limits of conciliarity and the continued pressures of particularism, 

set the tone for the Councils of Basel and Florence.  

 The Council of Basel, often mistakenly conflated with the Council of Ferrara-Florence, is 

a complicated episode. There is so much that happens through the period of 1431 to 1449 that it 
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could fill multiple volumes. Though the Council of Basel was convoked by Martin V, he would 

die months before it was officially seated in December of 1431. Martin V, being a compromise 

between the Avignonese, Romans, and Medici-backed third party, was already a papacy under 

significant threat of unraveling back into schism. Pope Eugene IV, born in republican Venice to a 

merchant family, succeeded Martin. Eugene was the maternal nephew of Pope Gregory XII and 

had dynastic antagonisms with the extremely powerful House Colonna, one of the oldest and most 

powerful Roman families. They had a long history of entanglements both positive and negative 

with the papacy and were especially influential in the Franco-Papal dispute of the fourteenth 

century under Giles (Colonna) of Rome. Martin V himself was a Colonna, a preceding issue for 

Eugene’s acceptability. The primary competitor to Eugene at the papal conclave of 1431 was 

Prospero Cardinal Colonna, a cardinal-nephew of Martin V. Prospero would later be briefly 

excommunicated. Eugene, from even before he rose to the papacy, was a political animal. He was 

exceptionally good at politics. He would effectively beat back the overreaching influence of House 

Colonna and, in time, beat back the rise of conciliarism as well as establish diplomatic ties with 

the Greeks. Eugene’s Church may have been in via, but aimed not at reform; it was aimed instead 

at restoration and revival.  

 The political dispute over councils was not even close to over after the conciliarist victory 

at Constance. The Council of Basel, following the controversial moves of Siena, would become 

one of the most decisive episodes in the relationship between pope and council, as conciliarists 

became increasingly associated with free thought and heresy. Eugene would not attend the opening 

session, fearing Basel was too far and thus too dangerous for a Roman, but received his first 

dispatch from a trusted legate. This report, which suggested the council’s mood was rebellious in 

nature, was the pretext for Eugene to dissolve the council immediately. Though of course that may 
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be true, it was also the case that it was first convoked by Martin V, a Colonna. Dissolving Basel 

and convoking his own council at Bologna, Eugene would embarrass his political enemies and 

send a message to conciliarists broadly at the same time. The authority, no matter what Haec 

Sancta suggested, was with him specifically and the papacy generally. But those at Basel, however 

sparsely attended it was, resisted its dissolution. Eugene’s dissolution effectively signaled to them 

that Haec Sancta was irrelevant, proving to them reform was never a real pathway forward. It took 

then-King of the Romans Sigismund, who would only be crowned Holy Roman Emperor in 1434, 

to manage a compromise. The conciliarist holdouts at Basel secured a recall on Eugene’s 

dissolution and Basel was declared an Ecumenical Council. That was only with conciliarist 

concessions that a council’s authority was not above a pope’s.  

 Eugene’s political problems in that immediate period between 1431 and 1449 were 

manifold. Though Sigismund was able to obtain concessions by some conciliarists at Basel, the 

general attitude was in fact antipapal. Among the decrees declared unlawful through the 

concessions was an oath affirming council-authority that every pope must take upon election. That 

is effectively where ‘conciliarism’ as a movement lost its political power, becoming marginalized 

thereafter. John Julius Norwich said Pope Martin V, before the council was even convoked, “took 

the first significant steps in internationalizing the College of Cardinals,” in an effort to “weaken 

the Italian and French elements and [introduce] numbers of Englishmen, Germans, and 

Spaniards.” 66  The national contingents at councils were thereafter necessarily present and 

powerful. But beyond that, the rise of the more-violent apocalyptic and millenarian Hussites 

caused matters to be focused on warfare, not just national pride or honor. Sigismund, the King of 

Hungary and Bohemia as well, managed to defeat the divided Hussites in 1434. But the tensions 

 
66 John Julius Norwich, Absolute Monarchs: A History of the Papacy (New York: Random House, 2011), 237. 
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were not over, nor were they located exclusively in Bohemia. In June, a rebellion broke out in 

Rome—which is unclear to what level it was connected to the Hussites—angered by increasing 

papal-authority, reverting away from the conciliarist reforms which were secured in the decades 

prior. Eugene, because of this, fled to Florence for a decade. Once again, the Throne of Peter was 

vacant in Rome.   

 Eugene convoked a transferred council, as it was not dissolved due to the concessions 

obtained by Sigismund, to Ferrara in 1438. But the most extreme Basel conciliarists stayed put, 

effectively announcing their disloyalty to the pope and separation from Rome. They continued 

claiming to be the Ecumenical Council, and elected Amadeus VIII of House Savoy as Pope Felix 

V.67 He was the only pope in history to take the conciliar oath declared valid at the council in 

Basel. The new council at Ferrara was immediately transferred a second time officially due to a 

pandemic outbreak, but unofficially because House Medici agreed to finance it should it be in 

Florence. While at Florence, amid pandemic, continental warfare, and the rise of the Ottoman 

threat, Eugenius’ political craft was on full display. He was, while at Florence, able to incorporate 

the Greeks much more fully into the council in a way which had not occurred for two centuries. 

This was in large measure because so many Greeks were displaced from Ottoman imperialism, 

relocated in Florence, which was fortunate and convenient. The last time Greeks were included at 

an Ecumenical Council convoked by a pope was at the Second Council of Lyon in 1274. Though 

negotiation of reunion was achieved there, it was an embarrassing settlement and in some ways 

was designed to make the Greeks submissive, even plausibly meant to publicly flagellate them. 

Eugene’s ostpolitik was almost entirely the opposite of the Second Council of Lyon. By 

 
67 Amadeus was, at that time, tied deeply to the French side of the Hundred Years War. Speaking practically, again 

the Roman pope was splintered from a French (aligned) one. Things had reverted in significant ways back into schism. 

Amadeus would go on to accept Pope Nicholas V in 1449 almost without concession, all things considered. He is 

today considered an Antipope. 
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demonstrating his power against the conciliarists, he showed the Greeks that plenitudo potestatis 

was in fact in the papacy and it helped quell for the elites some of the preconceived fears House 

Palaiologos had of competitive Latin crowns. At Florence, Eugene was able to fully renegotiate 

ecclesial Union, at least briefly, and it was on the logic that the Roman social imaginary, called 

Christendom or not, was a shared enterprise.   

 The proposed Union between the churches was not merely reunion as such. It was an 

attempt at reviving both the Roman Empire and the entire body of Christ. The proposal was seen 

and indeed ultimately signed by delegates from all the major bishoprics (Antioch, Jerusalem, and 

Alexandria additionally with Constantinople and Rome). It was further signed by backers who 

were Slavic, Ethiopian, Coptic, and even some from the Church of the East who were even more 

separated from Rome. But most importantly, indeed, Eugene knew that the Greeks’ ultimate 

problem—and theirs was the signature for Union most desired—was not with a lack of conciliarity 

amongst bishops. Though they may have cared about it, that was a second-order issue without any 

doubt. Their issue was, primarily, with Greek authority over the Roman Empire as was legally 

justified and continued in the administrative severance by Emperor Theodosius. The pope knew 

to sit Emperor John VIII Palaiologos right by his side at the formal sessions of the council. And 

primary to their new friendship or alliance would be a pledge that the Latin West would support 

East Rome with military aid against the Ottomans. The Ottomans, though primarily a threat to East 

Rome, were a threat to the entirety of Christendom fighting against Emperor Sigismund in 

Hungary as well. Further, Eugene in fact refers to John as ‘Emperor of the Romans’ showing he 

accepts the formulation of Greek authority over the Roman Empire. Theirs was truly an imperial 

and universal project aimed at reuniting Christendom with a new or at least restored Roman 

Empire.  
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 Upon securing Union, Pope Eugenius IV issued the bull Laetentur Caeli on July 6th, 1439. 

It begins with a congratulations saying,  

With the agreement of our most dear son John Palaeologus, illustrious emperor of the 

Romans, … let the heavens be glad and let the earth rejoice. For, the wall that divided the 

western and eastern churches has been removed, peace and harmony have returned, since 

the corner-stone of Christ, who made both one, has joined sides with a very strong bond of 

love and peace, uniting and holding them together in a covenant of everlasting unity. After 

a long haze of grief and a dark and unlovely gloom of long-enduring strife, the radiance of 

hoped-for union has illuminated all.68 

This demonstrates that their regenerated Roman Empire was in fact the aim, based on the social 

imaginary of Rome’s Empire itself. Barbara Hallensleben said of this that it is no mere accident or 

turn of phrase. The placement of their seating at the council signals that this is precisely the point, 

she argues. Seated together in the center of the formal sessions, the pope is side-by-side with the 

emperor of East Rome.69 This was the first time such a proclamation had been made since the 

crowning of Charlemagne in 800 and in fact negated the multitude of political factors that initial 

episode with Charlemagne caused.   

 Further, the bull proclaims something else important: the formal pentarchy. For centuries, 

arguably half a millennium since the time of Photius, the Greeks and the Latins had been at odds 

over the role of the papacy over and against the rest of the bishops. Eugenius, again being a brilliant 

politician, knew that theological issues were less immediate than temporal ones. He knew that they 

had to reclarify their position, then situated differently after the conciliar controversy. Though at 

Constance, theirs was a monarchy of one-among-others, they position themselves at Florence as 

first-among-equals in a descending order of primary authority. Laetentur Caeli says on this, 

 
68 Pope Eugenius IV, Bulla Laetentur Caeli, Session VI, July 6th, 1439. Vatican.va.  
69 Barbara Hallensleben, “Church Unions of the Early Modern Period in Relation and Contradiction to the Council of 

Ferrara/Florence” in Stolen Churches or Bridges to Orthodoxy? Volume 2: Ecumenical and Practical Perspectives on 

the Orthodox and Eastern Catholic Dialogue (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), 3-18.  
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We likewise define that the holy Apostolic See, and the Roman Pontiff, hold the primacy 

throughout the entire world; and that the Roman Pontiff himself is the successor of blessed 

Peter, the chief of the Apostles, and the true vicar of Christ, and that he is the head of the 

entire Church, and the father and teacher of all Christians; and that full power was given to 

him in blessed Peter by our Lord Jesus Christ, to feed, rule, and govern the universal 

Church… Also, renewing the order of the other patriarchs which has been handed down in 

the canons, the patriarch of Constantinople should be second after the most holy Roman 

pontiff, third should be the patriarch of Alexandria, fourth the patriarch of Antioch, and 

fifth the patriarch of Jerusalem, without prejudice to all their privileges.70 

The basic program of Laetentur Caeli reintroduces the formal structure of the Christianized Roman 

Empire, hardly actually existent but always imagined throughout the entirety of the Middle Ages. 

It suggests the primacy, not supremacy of the Roman pontiff, and articulates its admission of the 

pentarchic model. Further, it acknowledges again that the Roman Empire holds its administrative 

seat not in the Holy Roman Empire (or Prague), but in Constantinople. It was the treaty that each 

side had sought for centuries, finally realized in the Florentine Union. Pope Eugene’s eastern 

strategy had paid off, and he attempted to push the Union even further. He extended the union to 

the Armenians on November 22nd and the Jacobites of Syria in 1443 and ultimately even attempted 

to secure the Church of the East and Marionites in 1445.71 Eugenius believed he had virtually 

reunited all of Christendom, but it was a short-lived union which faced many immediate 

challenges. Among the first to neglect the Union were those in Hungary and Poland, who could 

not manage to mobilize any of the nobility in the renewed crusade against the Turks to protect 

Constantinople. They were facing their own civil war at the time and the nobility supported a 

faction of the conciliar movement which sought to depose Eugene through a new general council. 

This proved very traumatic to then-Emperor Constantine XI who had realized the promised 

military support for Constantinople against the Ottomans was never going to materialize.  

 
70 Pope Eugenius IV, Bulla Laetentur Caeli, Session VI, July 6th, 1439. Vatican.va.  
71 The term often used for the Church of the East is “Nestorians,” but this has roundly been considered to be at best 

misleading and at worst offensive. 
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 The Roman social imaginary, and indeed its hierocratic paradigm, was renewed shortly in 

the promise of a revitalized Roman Empire. But it could not hold due to external pressures and the 

spirit of nationalism or particularism already ravaging the continent and growing in the 

consciousness of subjects.  The reality of what was achieved at Florence, and declared in Laetentur 

Caeli, cannot be said to be less than phenomenal despite its failure to be implemented. Prior to 

that, the dream of reunion seemed a far away and impossible dream. The universalism and 

ecumenism embedded into the Roman social imaginary—into Christendom as a concept—was 

what allowed for its brief possibility to materialize. The problem, ultimately, was that there was 

too much happening and it was an elite project which effectively privileged some over others. Why 

would, for example, Emperor Sigismund send aid to Constantinople when Laetentur Caeli denied 

his own claim to Roman imperium? He of course would not. But the promise of a fully reunited 

Roman Empire was a dream which animated temporal politics for centuries before and after. It 

was imperial, it was universal, and it would ultimately fail. Florence was not a conciliarist council, 

as was the case with Constance and Basel. It was, rather, an imperial council which ultimately 

failed. The failure to implement the Florentine Union is the de facto collapse of the Christian 

Roman Empire as it existed throughout the Middle Ages. What followed would lay the 

groundwork for the rise of Micro-Christendoms, paving the way for the nation-state.    

MICRO-CHRISTENDOMS AND THE UNIVERSAL CHURCH 

 

The medieval Roman social imaginary envisioned by the papacy and House Palaiologos was 

effectively gone. What grew in its place, in London and Moscow separated from Rome but also 

Paris still in communion with Rome’s Church, were Micro-Christendoms. 72  These regimes 

 
72 Realistically, there could be more. We make only a mention of these three because they are directly discussed. Not 

all post-medieval polities are Micro-Christendoms, but it seems reasonable to suggest some were. Russia is unique in 

that, unlike France and England, they were never united with Rome or under even an imagined pretense of papal 
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modeled themselves on the social imaginary maintained throughout much of the medieval era, 

positioning a privileged particularity as the primary member of its in-group. It was not the universal 

Roman citizen but, in these cases, a national or particularized subject who took on that privilege. 

The post-medieval Micro-Christendom is not precisely the same as Peter Brown’s post-Roman 

Empire usage. Though having parallels, they are different in complex, important ways. The 

primary feature of post-medieval Micro-Christendoms was the unity of powers in a temporal 

crown. The conciliar theory, separating the powers, laid the groundwork for the separation of 

powers as a frame against the papacy’s hierocratic model. But nationalism, unlike in Brown’s 

cases, was perhaps a more important novelty. In Brown’s Micro-Christendoms, though there was 

regionalization and distinction, nationalism was not a notable feature. Nationalism as it arose out 

of the conciliarist struggles at general councils was not about differentiation primarily, it was about 

representation and consent within the unitive social imaginary. By the time that imaginary failed 

to concretize a revitalized Roman Empire and ecclesiastical unity, separation from the unitive 

imaginary was inevitable. Russia first, but England later, would not model their society as one 

polity amidst others united to Rome whatsoever; they would fully separate, placing the unity of 

powers in their crown. Regionalization was not the problem. Peter Brown’s usage came from the 

observation that the unitive social imaginary existed yet particularized polities sufficiently acted 

as their own microcosmic variants. Brown’s Micro-Christendoms were not acting for themselves 

against others necessarily; they were simply separated due to the inability to maintain the unity of 

the empire or transfer loyalty to the papacy. The difference with post-medieval Micro-

Christendoms, then, was that the unitive social imaginary was rejected or at least amended and 

particularized polities acted at the expense of it. As the fall of western empire was to the rise of 

 
authority. But their formal rejection of that unity did indeed come at the same period, specifically due to the failings 

of the Florentine Union and post-council attempts at yoking Moscow to Rome to secure that union. 
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Micro-Christendoms in the fifth century, the failure to revitalize the ecumenical empire would be 

to the rise of Micro-Christendoms in the fifteenth. This model, also, would be short-lived. It is 

only reasonably applicable in the period transition from the late Middle Ages to early modernity.   

 Not all polities which amended their relationship with Rome could realistically be 

described as a Micro-Christendom in the same ways as Russia, England, or France. Of the types 

staying loyal to Rome’s Church, yet instituting a regime patterned on the medieval variant for its 

privileged particularities, there is no better example than House Habsburg after the fall of East 

Rome. Crowned in 1452, a year prior to Constantinople’s capture, Frederick III of House Habsburg 

ascended to the imperial throne of the Holy Roman Empire. With Frederick, the long-held 

ambitions of House Habsburg to claim and reframe the empire in the West had a new context. 

House Habsburg was, after House Palaiologos fell, no longer countered by the strongest claim to 

Roman imperium within the imaginary of Rome. Theirs was, despite the sons and daughters of 

Thomas Palaiologos selling and gifting titles, the most authoritative claim for a universal, world-

empire. Rather than instituting a model which acted at the expense of the ecumenical idea, they 

claimed it fully for themselves.73  

 Out of these events, the desire for a world-empire, a sort of world government modeled 

after the Roman Empire, would be a variant imaginary which was not quite medieval Christendom, 

but it was also not altogether new. By the time Frederick’s son Maximilian ascended to the throne 

in 1508, the permanent failure to secure the Florentine Union was clear and worst still, the 

Reformation had already begun by the time he passed away in 1519. Shifting from a vision of 

Christendom to a continental European identity, Maximilian sought to recover his imperial rights 

 
73 One may suggest that this is what Russia did as well. That is plausibly true to some degree but is a comparison at 

least at that time which is unreasonable. Moscow’s power and prestige in the sixteenth centuries, no matter how it 

presented itself in its own imperial propaganda, was incomparable to House Habsburg’s. 
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in Italy as well as continue making overtures in a potential future wherein Latins could have 

Constantinople—under him. Though his strategy for Constantinople and Italy failed, Maximilian 

would secure through marriage the Netherlands and Burgundy. Through the strategic marriage of 

his son Philip the Handsome to Joanna of Castile, he would establish Habsburg rule in Spain. 

Acquiring not only their European territories, but their settlements in the New World, 

Maximilian’s strategy, as a grand patriarch of an incredibly ambitious House, would set up, for his 

grandson Charles V, the first realm called “the empire on which the Sun never sets.”74  

 The Habsburg Empire under Charles V (r. 1519-1556) inherited the territorial and 

ideological ambitions of his grandfather. The election of Charles was considered a turning point 

after the losses of the previous half century. A chancellor upon his election announced in imperial 

court that the recovery of Constantinople under Charles would restore the Roman Empire.75 

Though speaking of the Roman Empire divided under Charlemagne, the idea was that 

Constantinople was the city by which a reinvigorated imaginary of the empire could be 

recovered.76 Constantinople became a symbol of lands lost and new lands to be recovered, shifting 

from, Nathanael Aschenbrenner argues, a “schismatic medieval past,” to “inscribed in the catalog 

of European lands under the sign of its first Christian Roman emperor.”77 This shift, it seems, was 

an effort to reframe the Roman Empire in a way wherein Christendom was lost, but could be 

brought to life again through reconstruction. Rather than, like it was in the Middle Ages, about 

 
74 Jonathan Holslag, A Political History of the World: Three Thousand Years of War and Peace (London: Pelican, 

2019). The quote is “Spanning both hemispheres and the Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian Oceans, the Habsburg Empire 

was – as its propagandists proudly boasted – the first 'upon which the sun never set'.” 
75 Johann Christian Lünig, Orationes procerum Europae: eorundesque ministrorum ac legatorum, vol. 1 (Leipzig, 

1713), no. 26, 214–15.; cf. Nathanael Aschenbrenner “Reframing Empire: Byzantium and the Transformation of 

European Identity, c 1400-1520,” 5. Cited in Aschenbrenner. 
76 The Latin is “ut huiusmodi Imperium sub Carolo magno divisum, et utplurimum a Christianae religionis hostibus 

occupatum, sub Carolo maximo valeat instauri, ad ipsiusque vivi et veri pastoris obedientiam reduci.” 
77 Nathanael Aschenbrenner “Reframing Empire: Byzantium and the Transformation of European Identity, c 1400-

1520,” 6.  
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reunification, Rome’s empire would come through a rebirth. It was the first time Rome’s imperium 

was not claimed, but remembered.  

 Charles’ vision of world-empire is rather well known. It is largely considered to be one of 

the most critical administrations in the development of early modern empire-building. It is 

markedly different from medieval examples in that both the Reformation and the Age of Discovery 

feature heavily in its politics and its ideology, but it is also different because it is a reaction to the 

immediate failures of eras past. Where there had been a long-lasting tension between the two poles 

of the Latin West, the sacerdotal center of the papacy and the temporal center of the empire, the 

papacy had through the late medieval era been ascendant. After the failure to secure the Florentine 

Union and invigorate the Latin West in a unifying crusade against the Turks, the papacy’s potency 

was reduced not just in material terms, but in the social imaginary as well. The conciliarists, though 

effectively routed at the Council of Florence, still had lasting influences on not just temporal 

political operatives but also ecclesiastical ones. The growth of conciliarism in sixteenth century 

France was not the only place this occurred; conciliarism also, perhaps surprisingly, had purchase 

in the court of Charles V and in Spain.   

 Though twentieth century historiography typically insists on Charles’ bishops from Spain 

being critical in papalist politics against the Reformation, there have been recoveries of less known 

jurists and scholars inheriting the conciliar tradition.78 This inheritance, arguing for a restriction 

on papal power in the temporal realm, was deployed by the court of Charles V to insist on his 

sovereignty. Typically, when one draws out sixteenth century political thought from Spain related 

to Catholicism it emphasizes the role of papalists such as Francisco de Vitoria. But even he, it 

seems, was influenced by the conciliar theory in ways which were not well known until relatively 

 
78 Xavier Tubau, “Hispanic Conciliarism and the Imperial Politics of Reform on the Eve of the Council of Trent,” 

Renaissance Quarterly 70 (2017): 897-934.  
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recently.79 Vitoria, a disciple of Thomas Cajetan, worked in the context wherein conciliarism had 

lost its political force but was still well known by him. He was personally fond of Jacques Almain’s 

work, despite its Gallican proclivities, and “implicitly commended” some of the criticisms of the 

papacy had to secure ecclesiastical reform. He specifically agreed with Frequens, a decree from 

the Council of Constance in 1417, that general councils needed to be held at regular intervals—a 

position many papalists held. In 1543, in a lecture “On the power of the pope and the council,” 

Vitoria argued that it was “catastrophic and dangerous to religion” for the popes to continue in an 

authoritarian fashion in response to the Reformation.80 In that lecture on the powers of each, 

Vitoria argued that if the pope were destructive in a way so as to hurt the Church, and if a pope 

were to put the Church in danger, temporal authorities could rightly resist him—even by force. If, 

further, a pope had put the Church in such grave danger, temporal authorities had a duty to convoke 

a general council without the pope’s consent.81  

 Considering the milieu of the time, no matter how sympathetic Vitoria may have been to 

some of the arguments, he was “profoundly suspicious of conciliarism.”82 He was, after all, a 

young student during the controversial conciliar disputes at the Conciliabulum of Pisa (1511) on 

the eve of the Fifth Lateran Council (1512-17). Vitoria’s mentor, Cardinal Cajetan, was the premier 

voice for the papalist position against the Gallican conciliarist Jacques Almain writing in defense 

of King Louis XII. But there were two tumultuous decades separating Cajetan and Vitoria, during 

which Luther’s Reformation began. Quentin Skinner, attempting to parse out the influence of 

Cajetan despite the differences in their arguments, believed Vitoria alongside other Dominicans 

 
79 Katherine Elliot van Liere, “Vitoria, Cajetan, and the Conciliarists,” Journal of the History of Ideas 58, No. 4 (Oct. 

1997): 597-616. 
80 Van Liere, “Vitoria, Cajetan, and the Conciliarists,” 602.; cf. Francisco de Vitoria, De potestate papae et concilii 

[1534], Ch. 21, Getino Edition, Relecciones, II, (274). 
81 Francisco de Vitoria, De potestate papae et concilii, Chs. 23-24 (275-77). 
82 Van Liere, “Vitoria, Cajetan, and the Conciliarists,” 602. 
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and Jesuits were more interested in defending the papacy against Lutherans, not conciliarists.83 

Conciliarists, in other words, were considered part of in-group Catholicism; Lutherans were not. 

But Vitoria, despite sensing kinship with conciliarists, saw how their arguments could be used to 

build a bridge between a criticism of centralized papacy to the decentralized doctrine of a 

“priesthood of all believers.”84 Conciliarists, though not opposed to the sacramental nature of the 

Church, made arguments which effectively disrupted it.  

 The general thrust of Spanish political thought pertaining to the relations of pope and 

council were not, contra common views, explicitly papalist. Not to stop conciliarism but to stop 

Lutheranism, Spanish jurists and scholars were commissioned by both the papacy and the imperial 

court of Charles V. These were Neo-Thomists who, like Spain’s role in the Counter-Reformation, 

are often misunderstood in relation to conciliarism. In the Consilium de Emendanda Ecclesia 

(Report on the reform of the church) in 1537 and commissioned by Pope Paul III, many common 

conciliarist ideas were expressed. There was a consensus that general councils needed to occur 

with frequency and that popes, though they were superior to councils in some ways, were limited 

by their individual actions which could endanger the Church. But it was Alfonso Álvarez 

Guerrero’s Tractado, commissioned by the imperial court, wherein conciliarism would take on an 

explicitly pro-Habsburg agenda. In 1517, Pope Leo X promulgated the bull Pastor aeternus—not 

to be confused with the nineteenth century encyclical of the same name—reasserting the 

superiority of popes over councils.85 This was a decisive move from the papacy which situated 

 
83 Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought: Vol. 2: The Age of Reformation (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, [1978] 2013), 138. Skinner cites Otto von Gierke’s Natural Law and the Theory of 

Society, 1500-1800 (Cambridge, 1934) as the originator of this argument regarding neo-Thomists opposed to 

Lutherans, not conciliarists.  
84 Van Liere, “Vitoria, Cajetan, and the Conciliarists,” 608.  
85 Álvarez Guerrero, Tractado de la forma que se ha de tener en la celebración del general concilio y acerca de la 

reformación de la Iglesia (Treatise on the manner in which a general council is to be held and about the Reformation 

of the church). It says, “For it is clearly established that only the contemporary Roman pontiff, as holding authority 
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conciliarist arguments, however useful they were for reform, as subordinated to papal hierocracy. 

But Álvarez Guerrero argued it was in a council, not the papacy, where one would find “the 

Catholic Church militant” much needed for combatting Lutheranism. A council was above the 

pope “in those matters which pertain to the faith,” specifically referring to the eradication of 

“schism,” and “general reform” of the Church “in head [the pope] and its members.”86 This logic, 

not derived from responding directly to Pastor aeternus, was instead revalidating Haec sancta 

which was mostly rejected by the papacy after the shift from Basel to Florence in the century 

earlier.87 Harkening back to Haec sancta was subversive and part of a pro-Habsburg campaign. 

The project of Álvarez Guerrero, Tubau believes, “is conceived as an invitation to Charles V” to 

not only continue but conclude the reform in capite et membris “initiated at Constance and 

interrupted at Basel.”88 Álvarez Guerrero states that “the reform was supposed to be carried out at 

the Council of Constance and was not because of business arising, but they gave the order and 

agreed that the reform would be carried out at the first council.” Tubau notes that by the third 

edition of the Tractado, Álvarez Guerrero added, “and it remains to be done to this day.”89  

 Álvarez Guerrero’s Tractado developed arguments made by Vitoria slightly later. He 

explains that councils are instruments for reform, as well as mediation. While it is the pope who 

generally calls a council, it was originally the emperor—positioning Charles V as someone who 

 
over all councils, has the full right and power to summon, transfer and dissolve councils.” The first edition is published 

in Valencia (1536), the third is in Genoa (1537). 
86 Xavier Tubau, “Hispanic Conciliarism and the Imperial Politics of Reform on the Eve of the Council of Trent,” 904; 

Giuseppe Alberigo and Norman Tanner (eds.) Decrees of the Councils, 2 Vols. (London: Sheed and Ward; 

Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 1990), 1:409. 
87 Xavier Tubau notes that Francis Oakley argues that the Council of Florence never explicitly rejected Haec sancta 

and that later developments such as Pastor aeternus did not abrogate it. The superiority of a council in Haec sancta, 

according to Oakley, was only proposed for a situation wherein there is one pope and one only. Tubau says this may 

be true theologically but not politically or historically. The processes following Constance and Basel decisively rebuke 

conciliarism through the shift to Florence and the ultimate restatement in Pastor aeternus many decades later. Álvarez 

Guerrero was responding to the legal process as a canon lawyer, commenting then upon the reality that Haec sancta 

was not taken as binding. 
88 Tubau, “Hispanic Conciliarism,” 904.  
89 Álvarez Guerrero, 1536, A4r. Quoted in Tubau. 
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ought to take up the mantle of Roman emperor as Constantine had before him. A pope, Álvarez 

Guerrero believed, could be a “heretic, schismatic or incorrigible,” refusing to convene councils 

with frequens, even if an emperor requested one’s convocation. From here, the chain of authority 

pointed to by Vitoria is made explicit. Should the emperor desire a council and the pope refuse to 

convoke one, it would pass to the College of Cardinals. Should the College fail, power would pass 

directly to the emperor himself as “chief prince of the [temporal] princes,” and “advocate of the 

universal church,” who may “convene a general council if there is negligence in the church.”90 He 

leans on the authority of Cardinal Zabarella and also Felino Sandeo, but also, curiously, Niccolò 

de’ Tudeschi who sided with Antipope Felix V after failing to reject the move from Basel to 

Florence. This surely was not accidental, signaling to readers that the Tractado was decidedly 

conciliarist in character. Regarding Niccolò de’ Tudeschi, Álvarez Guerrero makes his position 

decisive. He states bluntly that if the pope resists the emperor in this chain of authority, the emperor 

“could wage war on the person of the pope.”91 Indeed, as he was writing in 1536, Charles V had 

already sacked Rome in 1527. This was a post hoc justification.   

 Rome’s Church—Catholicism—though including both the Holy Roman Empire and 

Catholic kingdoms and territories, had its own temporal reaction. The empire sought after by 

Charles V and House Habsburg generally was not, exactly, the same project as Rome’s. Though 

Catholicism was the religion in the Habsburg regime, the social imaginary it still ambitiously 

attempted to construct was the Roman Empire—not a Roman imaginary made national. But it was, 

concretely, not the Roman Empire; court ideologues and commissioned scholars, in fact, knew 

that. Aschenbrenner’s argument on the Habsburg Empire after the fall of Constantinople is that 

they “reframed” the Roman Empire to foster a sense that it was already lost. The Habsburg’s 

 
90 Álvarez Guerrero, 1536, B1v. 
91 Álvarez Guerrero, 1536, B1v. Emphasis mine. 
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empire, then, was not Rome; it was Rome-to-be (again). It was a Roman Empire-in-waiting. It 

recovered the distinctions described by Orosius on imperium orientale and imperium occidentale 

constituting a “Christendom” as such. But Christendom, as defined by medieval union of imperium 

and sacerdotium was objectively not there. The papacy was not in any union with House Habsburg 

and, clearly, saw them as a threat. It was also, though multinational in tangible ways, centered 

around natio Germanica. The title of Holy Roman Emperor in the fifteenth century had a 

delimitation of “of the German nation.”92 Further, House Habsburg, the dominant House which 

was Catholic, did not in any way assert papal power in the hierocratic framework which governed 

Christendom throughout the late Middle Ages. Though one might point to the example of Domingo 

de Soto who argued that it was sacrilege not to recognize the emperor as dominus mundi, the 

powers were necessarily distinct.93 They were, rather, at that point, instituting a social imaginary 

based in the separation of powers. By 1613, well into the early modern period, that distinction was 

still asserted forcefully. Believing that the papacy was “arrogating” to its own monarchy the 

supreme powers of sacerdotium and imperium, Melchior Goldast wrote “if there were no Roman 

emperors, there would be no Roman pope: if there were no Roman pope, Roman emperors would 

flourish.”94 With no Roman emperor, or even one “arrogating” to his power the status of such, it 

is clear today how wrong Goldast was.  

 The epochal failure of the Florentine Union left open a power vacuum which would 

radically transform the concept of Christendom. The Roman social imaginary of the Middle Ages 

simply could not stand after such a rupture, paving the way for a multitude of new problems rooted 

 
92 John M. Headley, “Ehe Türkisch als Bäptisch”: Lutheran Reflections on the Problem of Empire, 1623-28” in 

Church, Empire, and World (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate Publishing, 1997), IV (5).; cf. Ernst Schubert, König 

und Reich: Studien zur spätzmittelalternlichen deutschen Verfassubgsgeschischte (Göttingen, 1979), 239-44, 355-56.  
93 Domingo de Soto, De iustitia et iure, IV.4.2.; cf. Headley, “Ehe Türkisch als Bäptisch”, IV (7). 
94 Melchior Goldast, Monarchie S. Romani Imperii sive Tractatuum ... Tomus Tertius (Frankfurt: Nicolaus Hoffman, 

1613). The Latin is “Si Imperatores Romani non fuissent, nec Papa Romanus foret: si Papa Romanus fuisset, 

Imperatores Romani adhuc florrent…”. Quoted and translated in Headley. 
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in the wake of the old. It is not enough to suggest, like Joseph Gill did, that the Reformation was 

made inevitable by this failure; it is that the Reformation itself was part of a chain-reaction which 

held its origins in the political, economic, and ecclesiastical disputes which made that Union 

improbable at best and impossible at worst. That this period furnished what could realistically be 

called the collapse of Christendom is not to say the social imaginary did not continue onward. It 

did. It is to say that the medieval variant, what constituted Christendom as a social imaginary, 

would radically transform thereafter rendering it practically irrelevant to speak of it in the same 

way. The medieval variant of a unitive framework wherein Christendom was a prize competed 

over, imagined as something players were within, was what changed. The separation of powers 

being an argument which galvanized conciliarists, furnishing the development of nationalism, is 

demonstrated within the councils of the fifteenth century. What was originally a continuation of 

the Avignonese and Roman division became a hyper-particularized struggle between nationes 

competing for honor, represented within Christendom. As it was apparent that representation still 

privileged elite groups over the rest, calls for self-determination would grow for particularized 

subjects. The conciliarist critique of papal monarchy in council-authority drove that struggle for 

representation through the framework of separated powers. Christendom fractured, at least 

partially, into Micro-Christendoms. Though the struggle over the medieval social imaginary may 

have concluded, the Roman social imaginary would continue to develop in new, important ways. 

Conciliarism would continue to develop this trajectory. 
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CHAPTER III: 

THE SEPARATION OF ECONOMIC AND STATE POWER AS THE FOUNDATION 

OF LIBERALISM 

 

THE CHANGING SOCIAL IMAGINARY 

 

The other continents await Europe’s reconciliation and resurrection in order to join with it 

and become fellow-citizens of the heavenly kingdom. Should there not be presently once 

again in Europe a host of truly holy spirits? Should not all those truly related in religion 

become full of yearning to behold heaven on earth? And should they not gladly join 

together and begin songs of holy choirs? Christendom must come alive again and be 

effective, and, without regard to national boundaries, again form a visible Church which 

will take into its bosom all souls athirst for the supernatural, and willingly become the 

mediatrix between the old world and the new. It must once again pour out the cornucopia 

of blessing over peoples. From the holy womb of a venerable European Council shall 

Christendom arise, and the task of awakening will be prosecuted according to a 

comprehensive divine plan. Then no one will protest any longer against Christian and 

secular compulsion, for the essence of the Church will be true freedom, and all necessary 

reforms will be carried out under its guidance as a peaceful and formal state process.1 

Novalis, in his seminal Christenheit oder Europa (1799), writes about the antagonism between a 

Europe of nations and Christendom, lamenting its loss. His argument is that the Christendom of 

the Middle Ages has been lost and, in a dialectical style similar to Hegel, takes us from the 

medieval to the wake of the 1789 French Revolution. His vision is that Christendom, through a 

“venerable European Council,” offers not a recovery of the past, but a romantic vision of the future. 

They key to Christendom’s future is its past. Unlike those who were writing after the wars of 

religion in the previous century, often trying to mitigate religiosity, Novalis sees religion as 

essential to its future. Calling on Christendom to awaken, he says, 

Who knows whether there has been enough of war? But it will never come to an end unless 

someone grasps the palm branch, which a spiritual power alone can proffer. Blood will 

wash over Europe until the nations perceive the fearful madness which is driving them 

about in a circle; until, arrested by holy music and soothed, they approach former altars in 

multi-hued fusion and undertake works of peace; until a great feast of love is celebrated as 

 
1 Novalis, “Christendom or Europe,” (Die Christenheit oder Europa) in From Absolutism to Napoleon, 1648-1815, 

ed. William Hagen (German History in Documents and Images, 1799), 12. 
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a festival of peace amid hot tears upon smoking battlefields. Only religion can waken 

Europe again, and reassure the peoples, and install Christendom with new splendor visibly 

on earth in its old peace-establishing office.2 

Christendom, as Novalis sees it, is threefold in form: it is first the creative element and joy in all 

religion; second, it is the intercession in and of itself, faith in the universal capacity of earthly 

things to be in communion with eternal life; and third, it is the faith in Christ, his Mother, and the 

Saints. If one is to choose any or all three—he says it makes no difference—one becomes a 

Christian and indeed, “members of a single, eternal, and ineffable community.”3 This is not merely 

a resurrection of the “old Catholic faith,” which is the last of the three forms. He saw the old ways 

as “accidental” in form and is “as good as annihilated” through the “[purification] in the river of 

eras.”4 This was especially apparent to him after the turmoil of the 1789 French Revolution. He 

says, “the old Papacy lies in its grave and Rome for the second time has become a ruin,” and asks, 

“shall Protestantism not cease at last and make way for a new, enduring Church?”5 To become one 

in the universal, ineffable community on Earth was Novalis’ dream of the time. That dream, 

Novalis hoped, was something which could be realized.  

 In western historiography it is popular to frame the post-medieval era as a line leading to 

liberal modernity.6 There is the Renaissance which leads to the Reformation which leads to the 

Enlightenment which leads to Liberalism, defining Modernity as such. But that lineage is mistaken 

for several reasons, not least of all that it neglects the relationship of all these episodes to that 

 
2 Novalis, Die Christenheit oder Europa, 11. 
3 Novalis, Die Christenheit oder Europa, 11. 
4 Novalis, Die Christenheit oder Europa, 11-12. 
5 Novalis, Die Christenheit oder Europa, 12. 
6 Leo Strauss, “Niccolò Machiavelli” in History of Political Philosophy, third edition, edited by Leo Strauss and 

Joseph Cropsey (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 296–317. A popular narrative on the renaissance 

origins of modernity comes from Leo Strauss. He argued that it was Niccolò Machiavelli who broke the tradition of 

analyzing politics and political societies through the Scholastic interpretation of Aristotle. This was a significant shift 

as it deployed a modern sense of politics as activity for state management rather than its classical definition as activity 

in the city itself. 
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which they are reacting against and, further, the complexities and overlap within them. From 

challenging the idea of the renaissance, the origins of protestantism with Luther, the anti-Catholic 

nature of the enlightenment, or liberalism as a philosophy of the individual’s liberty, scholars are 

pushing back on normative twentieth century historical narratives.7 Quentin Skinner’s historical 

method, one fixed on contextualizing not just events but also ideas, has been of enormous 

importance in reframing the last five centuries.8 Along with other historians of political thought 

such as Francis Oakley, Joseph Canning, or Brian Tierney, who focus on the influence and 

inheritance of the past, new developments in historical research have reframed the early modern 

break from the Middle Ages. These methods have allowed us to reconsider broader categories such 

as humanism and, perhaps even more importantly, liberalism. Instead of being a product of the 

seventeenth or eighteenth centuries, we are able to reconsider liberalism and its relation to previous 

historical movements as related and related for a longer period of time.9 Liberalism is not strictly 

about the individual, as it is so often asserted; as much as it is anything liberalism is about the 

severance of the spiritual and temporal powers made institutional in representative and 

constitutional structures. As much as it has to do with individuals, liberalism has to do with the 

development of the modern state and secular politics. As much as it has to do with the modern 

state and secular politics, it has to do with the economy’s distinction from them.  

 
7 Ulrich L. Lehner, The Catholic Enlightenment: The Forgotten History of a Global Movement (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2016). Lehner traces many of the developments of a counter enlightenment movement which fits 

squarely within the general trend and trajectory of the enlightenment classically conceived. He specifically argues that 

it was with the death of the Catholic Enlightenment that there is a rise in a “Papal Catholicism,” which is defined or 

typified by arguments from figures such as Joseph de Maistre and the advent of Vatican I. On the relationship of 

conciliarism and humanism, see: Joseph Canning, Conciliarism, Humanism, and Law: Justifications of Authority and 

Power, c. 1400-c. 1520 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021).  
8 The Cambridge School of intellectual history is a movement wherein historians place a premium on intellectual 

culture via texts and figures. This was a reaction against the growth of positivist and materialist conceptions of history 

which placed a premium on events and society itself. It can loosely be characterized as historicist in that it develops 

meaning of texts in their original contexts but derives meaning from what those texts may mean today. 
9 Francis Oakley, “‘Anxieties of Influence’: Skinner, Figgis, Conciliarism and Early Modern Constitutionalism,” Past 

& Present 151 (May 1996): 60-110. 
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 Francis Oakley, attempting to situate the origins of secular and indeed liberal political 

thinking, believes there is a missing link in the story. It is not a straight line from the renaissance 

to the origins of liberal modernity through protestantism or the enlightenment as is normally told. 

The conciliar theory, Oakley believes, was a significant influence in the political upheaval of the 

last five hundred years. For the last two centuries at least, historians, especially those who engage 

ecclesiology, have pointed out the conciliarist’s connection to modern politics yet only in the 

postwar era has there been serious research into it. Drawing upon the work of John Neville Figgis, 

Oakley points out that to him, the conciliar movement was “the culmination of medieval 

constitutionalism,” and, even more than that, formed “the watershed between the medieval and 

modern world.”10 To Figgis, the conciliarists were revolutionary not because of their ecclesiology 

or even their theory of a general council’s mediation in temporal and spiritual affairs. Conciliarists 

were revolutionary because they were constitutionalists whose philosophical principles were 

expressed “in a form in which they could be readily applied to politics.”11 What is surprising to 

students of conciliarism, according to Oakley, is the role the general position played not only in 

the Catholic world, but within broader protestantism as well—especially in the Anglophone world. 

What the conciliarists did, as constitutionalists, was reframe states within medieval Christendom—

indeed including the Church—as “one of a class[:] political societies.”12 This was even the case 

with the papacy itself at the Council of Constance. 13  Though modern liberals would hardly 

recognize the conciliarists as their own, their breaking apart of the hierocratic Roman social 

imaginary indeed helped produce liberalism’s necessary conditions to emerge. This is why Harold 

 
10 Francis Oakley, Council over Pope? Towards a Provisional Ecclesiology (New York: Herder and Herder, 1969), 

97.; cf. John Neville Figgis, Political Thought from Gerson to Grotius: Seven Studies (New York: 1960), 41-70. 
11 Francis Oakley, Council over Pope, 98. 
12 Oakley, Council over Pope, 98. 
13 This is discussed in Chapter 2. 
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J. Laski, described the “road from [the Council of] Constance to [Glorious Revolution of] 1688” 

as “a direct one.”14 Perhaps surprising even to the historians situating conciliarism’s influence on 

England’s revolution of 1688, it extends even further to America’s in 1776. Liberalism, having 

within it the impulse towards repudiating outdated modes, did not need the conciliar theory to 

advance. But liberalism may have needed conciliarism to emerge at all.15  

 With respect to the premodern structure of Christendom, José Casanova designates there 

is a double dualist classification system. On the one hand, there is the dualism of ‘this world’ (the 

here and now) and the ‘other world’ (the hereafter as well as the moral ordering itself). On the 

other hand, there is the dualism within this world of the ‘religious’ and the ‘secular’—mirroring 

how the two powers, spiritual and temporal, operated in the sacramental order.16 For hierocrats 

responding to the question of ordering (i.e. whether the temporal descends from, is below, and is 

dependent upon the spiritual), the recognized dualism is one of a great chain of being. The 

separationists, on the other hand, held this recognized dualism as a striking distinction. In both 

models, hierocratic or separationist, there is no question that the spiritual or ‘religious’ realm as 

Casanova put it actually exists. To them, it does. Both frameworks with respect to the ordering of 

reality, then, had no problem with the claim that the Church was a mediator of the ‘sacramentality’ 

of the moral, religious, or spiritual order. Such a system, Casanova says, “rested solely on the 

claims of the church and was able to structure reality accordingly only as long as people took those 

claims generally for granted.”17  

 
14  Francis Oakley, “On the Road from Constance to 1688: The Political Thought of John Major and George 

Buchanan,” Journal of British Studies 1, No. 2 (May 1962): 1-31. The quote from Laski is on the first page. Oakley 

takes the same position as Laski, however Skinner believes the evidence is “scant,” and thinks the line is better situated 

from Constance to the English Civil War. This is discussed later. 
15 Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, Vol 2. The Age of the Reformation (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1978), 113-134. 
16 José Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 15. 
17 Casanova, Public Religions, 15. 
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 Secularization as a concept then refers more than just to religion’s inability to capture the 

minds of believers, or to have a monopoly on the world order with respect to its totality. It is, as 

Casanova says, “a concept [which refers to] the actual historical process whereby this dualist 

system within ‘this world’ and the sacramental structures of mediation between this world and the 

other world progressively break down until the entire medieval system of classification 

disappears.”18 Secularization is the breakdown of the medieval order but named and categorized 

sociologically. What replaces Christendom, then, is a new system of spatial structuring, reordering 

the ‘spheres’ of life, temporal and spiritual, or secular and religious. Casanova harkens back to the 

language of Max Weber who strikingly imagined the ‘breaking of the monastery walls’ as a 

metaphor for this process. The wall separating the spiritual and temporal—again another set of 

words synonymous with religious and secular—breaks down in the process of moving from the 

old world of Christendom to the changing world still-becoming. Casanova says of this,  

If before, it was the religious realm which appeared to be the all-encompassing reality 

within which the secular realm found its proper place, now the secular sphere will be the 

all-encompassing reality, to which the religious sphere will have to adapt. To study what 

new systems of classification and differentiation emerge within this one secular world and 

what new place religion will have, if any, within the new differentiated system is precisely 

the analytical task of the theory of secularization.19  

This is critical for several reasons: 1) the essential point that the hierocratic paradigm in the new 

order is reversed; 2) the logic that there is one secular order, as in the medieval era there was one 

spiritual order; and 3) that theories of secularization must take into account this reversal as its 

analytical task. When framed through the separation of powers, this reversal is palpable.   

 In secularity, very often it is assumed, there is a binary opposition between modernity and 

tradition. The common approach to this logic has been in the classic, now almost generically 

 
18 Casanova, Public Religions, 15. 
19 Casanova, Public Religions, 15. 
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assumed, secularization thesis. The secularization thesis was, as Peter van der Veer described it, 

the “most successful element of any sociological theory of modernization.”20 Basically, it rests on 

the notion that with modernity comes less religion, situating religion and modernity as antagonisms 

and virtually exclusive. The secularization thesis offers a master narrative of the world which 

explains religion and things that pertain to religion in the modern world. But, against the thesis, it 

leaves major historical developments aside—the most critical of these being the development of 

national communities.21 Casanova summarized the secularization thesis’ central features as: 1) the 

separation of religion from politics, economy, and science; 2) the privatization of religion within 

its own sphere; and 3) the declining social significance of religious belief. Though a brief aside, 

the secularization thesis is the fruit of the world which emerged out of the changing social 

imaginary discussed hereafter. With the transformative sixteenth century, building on the 

tumultuous fifteenth, there are new senses of how religions, political regimes, and economies relate 

to one another. Where the secular order is about the reversal of the medieval one, there is in a real 

way a logic which is inherent to that point within the changes described below. Through the 

separation of powers and the development of competitive Micro-Christendoms, a laboratory of 

relating powers, balancing them, and acting authoritatively with them underpins the early modern 

geopolitical landscape. The paradigm shift, in other words, makes significant ground in this period. 

The world was not yet modern at all, but modernity certainly germinated.  

 Liberalism, capitalizing on many protestant advances after separating from Rome, 

culminates a centuries-long paradigm shift. In fact, it has been argued by James Simpson that 

liberalism is the illiberal product of the Reformation through what he calls the “permanent 

 
20 Peter van der Veer, Imperial Encounters: Religion and Modernity in India and Britain, (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2001), 14. 
21 Van der Veer, Imperial Encounters, 14. 
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revolution.”22 The idea here is that early protestant reformers, speaking necessarily broadly, had 

within them an impulse to constantly reform and specifically reform against the hierocracy of 

Christendom compulsively repudiating its outdated forms. Regardless of the compulsive and 

repeated need certain illiberal protestants had to repudiate outdated modes, the idea of a permanent 

revolution signifies something within liberalism that was not true of medieval Christendom. 

Medieval Christendom, unlike most of protestant variants which would follow, holds an 

uninterrupted inheritance from the Roman Empire. There was no need to establish constantly 

updated forms of its internal identity and if anything, the reverse was true; Christians in medieval 

Latin and Greek societies were constantly looking backwards.23 The dynamic of power, whether 

that was in an imagined powerful papacy, the imagined unity of the Church and Empire, or in the 

relationship of the spiritual to the temporal powers, was already baked into the social imaginary. 

The imaginary itself was already well established and conceptualized, despite the reality being that 

the imaginary was superimposed over contrary realities with wildly different results in different 

times. The imaginary was, to use Charles Taylor’s words, the implicit backdrop. After the failure 

to secure the Florentine Union, that imaginary was no longer tenable nor was it normative. Though, 

as examples, the papacy and the Habsburgs indeed projected that imaginary long afterwards in 

 
22  James Simpson, Permanent Revolution: The Reformation and the Illiberal Roots of Liberalism (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2019). Simpson mostly focuses on the English Reformation and the debt modern liberalism 

has to “evangelical religion” in its developments on free will, liberty of conscience, religious toleration, and 

constitutionalism. His thesis rests on the notion that modern liberalism, owing this debt, does not understand its own 

history. As it does not understand its own history, liberals have misunderstood themselves as secular not owing any 

debt to its religious foundations. As, further, the permanent revolution has within itself a compulsive repudiation of 

past forms, its forgotten history has resulted in liberals unable to counter its repudiable past form in evangelical 

religiosity. Early liberalism, often tied to John Locke, developed in reaction to the social chaos of past protestant forms 

which needed repudiation. 
23 This is particularly in reference to their looking backwards with respect to social organization and historical 

reference to the Roman Empire. Medieval Christians also looked forward to the future, especially with regard to their 

apocalyptic views of things to come. The Gregorian Reform sought to establish the papacy as the arbiters of change 

over time, but around 1300 when they were more resistant to change themselves these dynamics were less tenable 

than they were originally. 
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competitive ways, it did not have the power it once had.24 After the post-medieval paradigm shift, 

the seed of liberalism being constantly changing, ever-repudiating was an impossible march 

forward—indeed confirming liberal biases of a teleological history, advancing towards the 

liberal’s world order. Though reflecting on history through retrospection is always a flawed 

endeavor, it does indeed seem inevitable.  

 But there was more to liberalism than the consistent need to repudiate past forms in favor 

of new ones. Liberalism, as such, was not founded in this need for reformation. It was, if it was 

founded on anything, based in the inherited scheme of the separation of powers applied 

institutionally, having the characteristic of permanent revolution towards the more-perfect society 

and the more-free individual. The separation of powers being a foundational principle of the 

liberal’s order, and thus any new social imaginary which would counter Christendom or its early 

modern variants, was the crystalized process of the movements which followed Christendom’s 

medieval collapse and in particular conciliarism.25 Where liberalism is the inheritor of various 

forms of medieval antimonarchical thought contra early modern social imaginaries emerging from 

medieval Christendom, it was not based in any insistence on a general council to mediate spiritual 

and temporal powers institutionally. That separation was already taken for granted; mediation by 

way of a general council or even council-authority was outside its scope.  

 Liberalism was, rather than that, rooted in several fundamental propositions which flow 

out of the separation of powers, reacting against the model which dominated hierocratic 

 
24 Nicholas V, Romanus Pontifex (January 8, 1455).; cf. European Treaties Bearing on the History of the United States 

and its Dependencies to 1648, edited by Francis Gardiner Davenport (Washington, DC: Carnegie Institution of 

Washington, 1917), 20-26. 
25 The use of the phrase the ‘liberal’s order’ appears several times throughout this text. It means the foundational 

commitment to the separation of powers and in particular the further separation (or severance) between imperium and 

dominium beyond the first separation of imperium and sacerdotium. This is not a synonym or second name for the 

‘liberal order’, which is also referred to later. The two are distinct but related. The liberal [world] order, despite often 

being the liberal’s order, is the name given to the social imaginary arising after the Second World War constituting 

the creation of the postwar liberal bloc. 
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Christendom. Those propositions, as are well known today, are concepts such as the individual as 

autonomous, the individual as possessing liberty, the individual as possessing agency, the 

individual possessing rights granted by nature’s God, the individual as possessing a right to private 

property and belief, and state processes as reflecting the collective will of combined individuals 

through representative consent.26 Those propositions, though not exhaustively defining liberalism 

in any given era, are normative from the eighteenth century onwards defining both the Republican 

revolutions of 1776 America and 1789 France. Those propositions, it seems, are rooted 

foundationally in the separation of powers and focused on the individual. And, indeed, though 

liberalism in a large measure can be credited primarily to anti-Catholic thinkers such as John Locke 

and enlightenment philosophes or Reformation juggernauts such as John Calvin, it also can be 

credited partially to Catholic conciliarists. Conciliarism, it will be shown, was influential.  

 Should liberalism not be rooted in the separation of powers applied institutionally, one 

might ask why these propositions never broke through in medieval Christendom. The theological 

and political propositions of the Middle Ages indeed had a sense of the individual even if there 

was no liberal sense of individualism. The individual of the Middle Ages, rather than being 

autonomous, was considered a part of the whole, reflected in a variety of corporate identities 

ranging from family member to subject of a crown all the way to child of God in God’s Societas 

christianitas. There were individuals, but individuals were not considered autonomous and always 

held their personal—not merely individual—identities in relationship to others. This social 

relationality of the Middle Ages defines not only private beliefs and personal relationships but 

defines property rights and the role of individuals under political authority as well. The most 

revolutionary quality of the Reformation comes in the general framework wherein both the Church 

 
26 This was an argument of Neo-Roman theorists desiring a republican free-state on the model of the Ancient Roman 

Republic. This will be discussed in greater detail below. 
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and the State (political regime) were no longer necessary mediators for personal salvation. There 

are in that historical era and in many protestant’s imaginations, of course, still authorities outside 

of the Catholic Church which deemed individuals as heretics, but the shift towards individual 

salvation becomes the developing model thereafter. This may not seem immediately related to the 

separation of powers in a philosophical sense, but it is. Historically, prior to Luther, this sense of 

an individual’s relationship with Christ and their personal salvation through Christ was already 

developing prior to Luther in Jan Hus and Petr Chelčický, arguably before that as well with John 

Wycliffe or even earlier with Richard FitzRalph. 27  Jan Hus, and the broader Bohemian 

Reformation in general, insisted on the logic that Christendom was misdefined as an institutional 

apparatus. 28  Though their understanding of Christendom held to Diarmaid MacCulloch’s 

framework of the unity of powers, it did not hold with the definition of the Christian religion and 

the secular state in union. This point is important and practically defines what emerges thereafter, 

although unlikely to have significant Bohemian influence. What this means is that while there can 

be a unity of powers, that may not be reflected in the temporal order in a unity of institutions. The 

unity, then, comes through the relationship of the temporal human to their eternal salvation.   

 When Max Weber famously described Calvinism as the spirit of capitalism, it is not enough 

to interpret his meaning as resting exclusively in the “Protestant ethic” of work. The logic used to 

understand his theory is that Calvinists, while not claiming to achieve salvation, achieve certainty 

of their election and justification. Calvinists achieve this self-confidence, Weber believes, by 

 
27 On the longer relationship between pre-Lutheran reformers such as John Wycliffe and Jan Hus, see: Thomas A. 

Fudge, Jan Hus: Religious Reform and Social Revolution in Bohemia (London: T.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2010). On the 

relationship to and impact from Hussite reformism on later Czech liberalism, see: Zdeněk V. David, Realism, 

Tolerance, and Liberalism in the Czech National Awakening: Legacies of the Bohemian Reformation (Baltimore: The 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010).  
28 This was especially apparent in the theology of the Hussite thinker Petr Chelčický. Chelčický in The Net of Faith 

believed that God cast out the net to catch all believers, symbolized as fish. But when that net was cast, it caught two 

whales—the emperor and the pope—who ripped the net, effectively destabilizing Christendom. 
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asserting the positive development that “the idea of the necessity of proving one’s faith in worldly 

activity” was a good thing.29 This intense worldly activity, and it alone, does away with religious 

doubts giving the believer the certainty of grace, turning the sinner into an idle enemy of God, 

bearing the signs of eternal damnation.30 Thus, through worldly activity—effort on the part of the 

believer—the Calvinist does not create their salvation, but rather gains the conviction of it. “The 

process of a sanctifying life,” Weber notes, “could thus almost take on the character of a business 

enterprise.”31 This primacy given to worldly activity and effort in achieving the conviction of 

salvation is one reason why Eric Nelson, a contemporary scholar, has situated liberalism’s theology 

as holding its roots not in Calvinism, but in Pelagianism.32 Soteriology which underpins one’s 

effort under capitalism is perhaps less important than the political theory which underpins one’s 

understanding of the relationship between the spiritual and the temporal powers. That sort of quasi-

Calvinist or quasi-Pelagian framework—which is of course debatable terminology or lineage—

 
29 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, edited by Richard Swedenberg (New York: W.W, 

Norton, 2009), 62. While describing Calvinism specifically, Weber quotes at length from the “authoritative words” of 

the Westminster Confession of 1647 (50). The most important part quoted is from Chapter IX of the Confession 

wherein it is described that humans, by their fallen state of sin, cannot will any spiritual good accompanying sin. 

Humans are “altogether averse from that Good,” and are not, therefore, “able, by [their] own strength,” to convert 

oneself. They are instead only able to gain the conviction of election, not actually gain it through their effort or personal 

merit. 
30 Weber, The Protestant Ethic, 62. Weber explains that the Calvinist’s “consciousness of divine grace of the elect 

and holy was accompanied by an attitude toward the sin of one’s neighbour, not of sympathetic understanding based 

on consciousness of one’s own weakness, but of hatred and contempt for him as an enemy of God bearing the signs 

of eternal damnation” (62). This is not necessarily a foundation of liberalism inasmuch as it defines any sense of one’s 

own relationship to one’s neighbor essentially, but it is a hallmark of capitalist instruction vis-à-vis poverty, disability, 

and one’s general work ethic. 
31 Weber, The Protestant Ethic, 64. One key component of Calvinist thought which Weber analyzes is its tendency 

towards rationalizing all of Christian life. This rationality, distinct from Lutheranism as Weber understands it, was 

decisive in its influence on “practical life,” pushing or extending into all other domains of life. Another important 

aspect of Calvinism for Weber was that it most decidedly sets apart the individual through this process of attaining 

some measure of conviction for their election. Weber says of this “inhumane doctrine” must have above all had one 

consequence for the life of those who submitted to it, namely “that was a feeling of unprecedented inner loneliness of 

the single individual” (52). That, if anything, was a much more striking influence on the emergence of liberalism as 

distinct from capitalism, though they are ultimately interlinked at virtually all levels. The individual in Calvin’s 

framework, according to Weber, had no tension with the ethic but placed the individual “entirely on his own 

responsibility,” in religious matters—and, thus, in his worldly activity (55). 
32 Eric Nelson, The Theology of Liberalism: Political Philosophy and the Justice of God (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2019). Nelson’s belief is that liberalism’s origins are not only Pelagian, but that the egalitarian 

impulse is also a theodicy in the soteriological sense. 
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does not tell us much about the social relations of how that individual exists among others. Beyond 

what that framework tells us about individuals, it tells us even less about how states (or authorities) 

exist among others. The unitive theory behind the hierocratic relationship of the two powers of 

Christendom was designed to maintain perceived divine order wherein the spiritual was above the 

temporal and therefore reflected in institutions. After their severance, it logically follows, 

individuals are less reliant on mediated institutions to perceive the relationship of the two powers. 

The two powers, amongst early protestants, were not usually severed in a way which favored the 

temporal over the spiritual, reflected in the institutional power of the Universal Church. It was not 

that reformers usually favored the State over the Church to resist the papacy or whatever else. 

First-generation reformers, including Luther, were hostile to secular authority. 33  Luther was 

seriously concerned about the role secular authority and specifically financiers had over the 

Church. And it was in the hostility of the first-generation reformers that a sense of civil society 

develops which waters the conciliarist’s seed of the distinction between civil government separated 

from ecclesiastical power—a normative model for later liberalism.34   

 In On Secular Authority, Luther explains how ‘true religion’ is divorced from secular 

society and the Church is a free congregation of believers.35 Luther marshals arguments which 

advocate some measure of religious toleration on the precept that churches in their diversity are 

private institutions based in private belief. In On Civil Government, John Calvin took what seems 

 
33 Harro Höpfl, “Introduction,” in Luther and Calvin On Secular Authority, edited and translated by Harro Höpfl 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), x. This edition contains several primary texts from Luther and Calvin 

covering their theory of separating the powers and how that applies to political and religious life. 
34 Jacques Almain, De penitentia, fos. 30r-31r. Quoted in J. H. Burns, “Jacques Amain on Dominium: A Neglected 

Text,” in Politics, Ideology, and the Law in Early Modern Europe, ed. Adrianna Bakos (Rochester: University of 

Rochester Press, 1994), 155. Jacques Almain, for example, relates dominium to civil society in the concept of 

dominium civile. The framework, building upon Richard FitzRalph, Jean Gerson, and William of Ockham, Almain 

argues that dominium civile is nothing but a human power of dealing with something in accordance with civil law 

(Dominum civile nihil aliud est quam potestas humana aliquam rem lege civili pertractandi). 
35 Höpfl, “Introduction,” in Luther and Calvin On Secular Authority, x. 
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to be a different position from Luther. Calvin’s suggestion was that there needed to be a strong 

distinction between ecclesiastical authority (potestas) and civil government (administratio).36 

Different from Luther, Calvin was not as concerned with an explicit point that religion itself was 

opposed to civil society. Though Christians were called “to obey God rather than men,” the text 

makes it explicitly clear that Christian liberty is found in obedience to the law. And by law, Calvin 

does not mean whatsoever the ecclesiastical or canon law which underpinned medieval 

Christendom. He means very definitely that, irrespective of one’s ruler’s titles or ability or even 

their personal religious conduct, obedience to temporal authorities is an obligation of a Christian. 

Calvin, being a second-generation reformer was not as radical as his predecessors. Calvin also was 

educated in Paris where at the time he was a student, there was a conciliarist revival explicitly 

arguing for the separation of the powers while being loyal to one’s national government. That 

would be the normative framework for Gallican conciliarism, popularized at the University of 

Paris when he was a student. With first-generation protestants such as Thomas Müntzer in The 

Prague Protest to Balthasar Hubmaier’s On the Sword, there is a sense that peace is the aim and 

the goal, but one must be prepared to accept martyrdom in the face of violence from temporal 

authorities on behalf of one’s spiritual convictions.37 They recognize the distinction but hold to 

their personal spiritual convictions against the temporal powers, both State and Church.  

 The individual’s autonomy was not the only avenue wherein the separation of powers 

redefined social relations in the Christian world. Though Christendom had a long-standing 

tradition wherein the papacy was situated in a special or privileged position of power, the post-

Reformation world was not as neatly defined. The relationship of the two powers touched upon 

 
36 Höpfl, “Introduction,” in Luther and Calvin On Secular Authority, xvi. 
37 Michael G. Baylor, The Radical Reformers, edited and translated by Michael G. Baylor (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1991). This text contains many tracts from first generation reformers. 
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intra-Christian international relations in serious, often violent ways. As full states decoupled from 

the papacy, such as England establishing its own Micro-Christendom, the power dynamics shifted 

enormously. The wars of religion, being a classification which categorizes intra-Christian warfare 

from the Reformation onwards, is significantly more complicated than protestants against 

Catholics as is popularly understood. One of the key problems in understanding these so-called 

wars of religion is the relationship of the papacy to specific royal or noble houses and the rise of 

new class relations. As much as anything, the French case shows these wars of religion were a 

contest of a Catholic Micro-Christendom against the Habsburg aim to revive the Roman Empire. 

Historians today, following Friedrich Engels, often situate the origins of these wars after Luther 

with the Knight’s Revolt (1522-23) and the Peasant’s War (1524-25).38 Their origins were as much 

economic as they were religious. Economics was every bit as important as theology. And economic 

theory, practically speaking, could define a social imaginary as much as theology.  

 The Knight’s Revolt, sometimes called the Poor Baron’s Rebellion, was led by protestants 

Franz von Sickingen and Ulrich von Hutten against Emperor Charles V Habsburg. The Peasant’s 

War, the largest popular uprising in Europe prior to the 1789 French Revolution and largest since 

the Hussite rebellions, was started by Thomas Müntzer and other radical reformers.39 The two, 

though distinct episodes, are deeply connected not merely due to the religious struggle, but the fact 

they represent a turning away from the medieval order, but still rooted in it. When the Swabian 

League intervened on behalf of Charles V Habsburg, both he and Pope Clement VII thanked them 

for reestablishing normalcy in what were considered Catholic territories. But it would be only a 

 
38  Friedrich Engels, The Peasant War in Germany. Public Domain (1850). Michael G. Baylor, The German 

Reformation and the Peasant’s War: A Brief History with Documents (New York: Bedford/St. Martin, 2012) and 

James Stayer, The German Peasants’ War and Anabaptist Community of Goods (Montreal: McGill-Queens University 

Press, 1994). 
39 The radical reformers, it must be noted, are distinct from both Lutherans and Calvinists for their rejection of the 

tendency towards magisterial institutionalism.  
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few years later that Charles V turned his sword against Clement in the now-infamous 1527 Sack 

of Rome. By 1527, Clement was widely considered less German-friendly than his predecessors. 

The predecessors of Clement, such as Leo X and Julius II, like Charles V, were financial clients 

of Jakob Fugger under heavy taxation due to his program of money lending to sovereigns. The 

entire election of Charles V to Holy Roman Emperor was funded by Jakob Fugger at the expense 

of Francis I of France. It was always as much religious as it was economic as it was national. 

Alliances were not neat in any way so as to say there is a strict divide between loyal Catholics 

against protestants. Today, many historians understand these martial episodes through the prism 

of class warfare largely due to the fact that the Peasant’s War truly was an uprising of the masses 

against elites, but also because of the declining economic privileges of the protestant-converts with 

titles, such as Franz and Ulrich. The reality of the reformation from the very beginning, with Luther 

first attacking scholastics to no controversy and then attacking the papacy’s relationship to Jakob 

Fugger and his company to great controversy demonstrates the economic and religious overlap.  

 Just as it was with Jan Hus and the Hussites in general, reformers were not explicitly 

opposed to the papacy and with Luther certainly not opposed at first to the Roman Catholic Church. 

What they were opposed to was an order which maintained an imperial Church united with 

imperial powers, in their eyes corrupting the personal salvation of individuals and indeed 

corrupting the ‘true’ faith. The intensity of the wars of religion was consistently strong throughout 

the early modern period but had a considerable turning point with the Counter-Reformation of the 

sixteenth century. Coterminous with the rise of protestantism was the invention of the printing 

press and the translation of biblical and theological texts into vernacular languages. This was also 

the case with the Hussites following John Wycliffe, but the explosive access to vernacular 

translations was incomparable in the sixteenth as opposed to the fifteenth centuries. To combat the 
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growth of vernacular texts and indeed protestant influence throughout Europe, the Council of Trent 

(1545-1563) originated the impulse for the Index librorum prohibitum (1564). Though there had 

been previous efforts to ban books before the sixteenth century, this was an explicit recognition 

that the war of ideas was importantly influenced by the war of words.  

 The general thrust of the early phase of the Counter-Reformation was verbal power laid 

alongside real power in an effort to reassert the papacy’s theory of hierocratic order. The Catholic 

crowns in the mid-sixteenth century were generally supportive of the Counter-Reformation and 

were especially eager to allow the newly inaugurated Society of Jesus to work alongside their 

temporal concerns. One particularly important and telling example of this was with the 

reinstitution of the Archbishop of Prague after having been dissolved following first Hussite 

rebellion and second protestant success. Emperor Ferdinand Habsburg invited the Society of Jesus 

first into Vienna (1551) and then into Prague (1556) to act alongside his reconquest of the 

Bohemian Estates. In the previous decade, Ferdinand lost control over the Bohemian Estates 

(1547) when he commanded the Bohemian army to lay siege to German protestants. The rebellion 

itself was short lived, but the longer history of anti-German and specifically anti-imperial 

sentiment in Bohemia drew Ferdinand to hire an entirely new bureaucracy for imperial 

management as the ones previously there were seen as disloyal, even if they remained Catholic. 

The reason the Jesuits were brought in alongside the imperial strategy was to specifically control 

ecclesiastical property, monitor the professors at Charles University, and lay the foundations for 

reestablishing the Archdiocese of Prague with a loyal bishop. Ferdinand, unlike most Habsburg 

emperors, is buried today in Prague—a part of a longer German strategy in Prague to subordinate 

Bohemian Czechs and incorporate them into the empire.  

 This anecdote about Habsburg and Jesuit relations in Prague may at first seem an aside. It 
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is, however, telling. The medieval Roman social imaginary, though practically ended after the 

collapse of the Florentine Union, still motivated a nostalgic vision of Christendom for the elites 

still Catholic. When the Council of Trent was to be ratified, as an example, it was sent to the 

Catholic crowns exclusively. The decrees of the council were ratified in Poland, France, Portugal, 

the Catholic princes and electors in Germany at the Diet of Augsburg in 1566, and Philip II 

Habsburg—who was not Holy Roman Emperor—accepted them on behalf of Spain, Sicily, and 

the Netherlands. The striking exclusion of the European crowns was England who, having formally 

separated from Rome, was never sent the decrees for ratification even amongst the Catholic 

bishops in the territory. Pope Pius IV, knowing it was not worthwhile to have them sent to England, 

instead sent decrees to Mary, Queen of Scotland. Mary, fearing the protestant backlash led by John 

Knox, educated in the conciliar tradition by John Major, and the strength of protestantism in 

England, refused to publish or ratify the decrees. Though most of the European crowns remained 

Catholic at this time, there was clearly a sense that the power of the Roman imaginary waned at 

the expense of both national particularisms and protestant reforms. It shows, also, that even the 

role of a Catholic general council, when explicitly motivated as a reaction against protestant 

reformers, held considerably less power than it had before.  

 That in itself is worth paying attention to. The milieu of the early modern period is not the 

same as the late Middle Ages. The conciliar theory itself is not what motivates protestant 

reformers, even if they had influence on republicans and nationalists who happened to be 

protestant. Protestants are not interested in a general council to recalibrate any imagined 

Christendom in the medieval framework, nor towards some semblance of Roman unity with 

concessions of reform, as was the case for conciliarists. There was, instead of that, a direct 

realization amongst many protestants and economically disadvantaged Catholics that they were 
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fundamentally at odds with the old order and this led to strange bedfellows. One critical example 

of this is that throughout the wars of religion, frequently there is an alliance between the Catholic 

French crown and German protestants against House Habsburg. Though the papacy and the French 

crown had a special relationship in the late Middle Ages, their relationship was far less positive 

throughout the period following Avignon captivity. The papacy was closer to Spain and sometimes 

the Holy Roman Empire both under branches of House Habsburg at the time. But there was almost 

always a political and martial rivalry between the French and the Germans which would result 

often in the French crown utilizing protestant alliances to exhaust German resources and cause 

internal unrest. It is also why many French elites including clergymen turned to Gallicanism, 

nationalizing the Catholic tradition under Louis XII. Rather than appealing to a general council, or 

even the papacy for that matter, what arose out of these strange alliances was a growing sense of 

national consciousness. France’s social imaginary was, though still Catholic, a Micro-Christendom 

along national lines.  

 Protestantism, unlike Catholicism, does not have a social imaginary which could 

reasonably be uncovered. There is far too much diversity within protestantism to articulate a set of 

concerns which situates an intelligible social imaginary. Though protestants indeed challenged 

centralized authority, the Roman social imaginary, especially in the papacy, there was not a strong 

alternative which emerged uniting cause except through opposition. It is in the episodes described, 

wherein France allies with protestants against House Habsburg, or London allies with Lisbon 

against Madrid, that we can discern another force. Nationalism itself is very much the intellectual 

outgrowth of the separation of powers, but it is the product of perceived imperialism or 

underrepresentation and not merely corruption as with protestantism. Nationalism, in this 

prototypical form, is hardly present in early modern Vienna from Catholics—it is, rather, that their 
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pride is derived from their concept of a revived Roman Empire within their grasp. But in protestant 

England and Bohemia, Catholic France and Portugal, there is a national element which is more 

developed rooted in their position vis-à-vis stronger powers in the international dynamic. Though 

some of these, such as England, are playing explicitly outside of any emergent sense of a universal 

Roman imaginary, they are still indeed rooted in the same social imaginary on a national level.  

 Thus, though protestantism indeed helped furnish the disestablishment of the medieval 

imaginary following the failure to secure the Florentine Union, it was not its cause nor was this 

breakup ultimately its end. Instead, it seems that the breakup of Christendom is rooted as much in 

nationalism and a competition over power by mimicking Roman universalism for one’s own 

privileged particularity—what reasonably can be called national in character. Russia as another 

example, following East Rome’s collapse, consciously asserted itself as the inheritor of the Roman 

Empire, dominating its imperial propaganda for centuries thereafter.40 The universalized ‘Roman’ 

citizen then was not the subject of a new Roman Empire; instead, it was a Roman Empire for 

Russians. England, on the other hand, decoupled from the Latin West and reconstructed its state 

power as maintaining Christian heritage but in the power of the crown as head of Church and State. 

England’s social imaginary, therefore, was closer to Russia’s than it was to the Habsburg’s. The 

reality was that it was not protestantism per se which propelled a new social imaginary into 

existence in England or Russia or in many other places; it was, instead, the weakened or collapsed 

older paradigm in its imperial failures which allowed for the space for something new to emerge.41 

 
40 John Strickland, The Making of Holy Russia: The Orthodox Church and Russian Nationalism before the Revolution 

(Jordanville: Holy Trinity Seminary Press, 2020). 
41 One may be hesitant to see Russia’s case as coherent as this seems at first glance. Imperial centralization takes 

centuries and is not coherently structured until well into the seventeenth, arguably eighteenth century. That said, it is 

through the marriage of Ivan and Sophia that the Russian state begins to centralize a narrative regarding itself vis-à-

vis Latin territories as a guardian and continuation of the Roman lineage established long before them. This process 

begins consciously in the sixteenth century. While the state itself is not coherently structured at that time, identity 

formation begins then. 
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That new social imaginary, it seems, was not the medieval Roman imaginary but it was often still 

Roman in its symbolism and medieval in its construction. As with Russia and England, it seemed 

that Roman inheritance was baked into the imaginary but taken as prestige for its national identity. 

It was, instead of a universal imaginary, a national one. But that imaginary, Roman in inheritance, 

was not the same as medieval Christendom. Where the definition of a unity of powers held, it was 

strictly on a national level, radiating outwards through the imperialism of a national empire—a 

Micro-Christendom.  

 That distinction is paramount in understanding the paradigm shift from the late Middle 

Ages to early modernity. Protestantism facilitated the severance from Rome as the center of 

Christendom back to what Peter Brown called a “world without a center.” It would create a new 

layer of religious and political diversity which polities had to grapple with. But it was in the general 

theory of separated powers rejoined on a national level that imperial nationalism supplanted the 

formerly universalistic hierocratic paradigm. While it is true that England and Russia would later 

develop a universalist agenda with respect to their colonial projects, they start first with a reaction 

against imperial universalism and themselves go on to mimic that universalism at a national level. 

Their social imaginary, then, is not Christendom as it was in the pre-collapse Roman Empire, nor 

was it the Christendom of the centralized papacy following Gregorian Reforms. It was England 

and it was Muscovy, laying the foundation for the British and Russian empires later. They are 

national imaginaries which take on imperial dimensions as they centralize, develop colonial 

projects, and establish a sense of national identity which was historically not as present before over 

territory formerly Roman both East and West. To situate this development, it is unlike the previous 

era of late medieval nationalism since prior to the early modern period, state power was not as 

strongly invested in such a grand strategy of separation from the Roman center. Rather than that, 
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where there was any sense of separation as a political strategy, it was to assert sovereignty or 

identity within that model, not apart from it.42 There were latent aspects of nationalism in the late 

medieval period, but the construction of a French state was not developed yet along these lines.43 

The ideas preceded the construction, laying the foundations of a national empire.  

 A national empire as a unit is different from the universal or world-empire. Even if one of 

those national empires ultimately becomes global, world-spanning, or universal. England, as an 

example, is fundamentally different from the Habsburg’s model under Charles V; it is even 

significantly different from the French model. England’s is not immediately a primary competitor 

to Catholic empire-building, but England in fact becomes the most significant competitor. It helps 

define many constitutive pieces of what ultimately changes the social imaginary from its medieval 

to post-medieval type. What, exactly, makes England different? France was an intra-Catholic rival 

to Spain, as an example. That may suggest Catholic empire-building was not a fundamental issue, 

then. But that is not true. Both France and Spain, though different in their post-medieval 

relationship with Rome, are still subject to the older paradigm in ways that England and Russia 

were not. France and Spain were within Rome’s sphere, even if Rome was decentered. England is 

not. And this difference is precisely what helped shape the development of liberalism. Though 

England’s project was not at first universal or a world-empire in the making, it was through many 

of these developments that England would have its imperial project, changing the social imaginary.  

 When one describes liberalism, as we have said, one typically draws the line from 

protestantism to liberalism through the so-called enlightenment era. That is true to some degree 

 
42 In the case of Russia, there is a parallel to its own relationship with Constantinople.  
43 One may argue that France did not construct its national identity apart from the medieval model, much like the 

Habsburgs, but it is not true. The largest example of difference comes in the Franco-Ottoman alliance between King 

Francis and Sultan Suleiman. Their alliance was exceptionally controversial at the time, indicating that national 

interests were clearly put ahead of the broader idea of ecumenical unity maintained in the medieval social imaginary. 

Though France did not formally separate from Rome’s Church, their national ambitions designated a significant 

difference from the medieval paradigm. 
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but the enlightenment itself is a retroactive category which describes a certain set of arguments 

and especially a certain set of thinkers. English historians often start the enlightenment with 

Francis Bacon or Isaac Newton and the scientific revolution; French historians, on the other hand, 

start it with the growth of philosophy following René Descartes or with the death of Louis XIV in 

1715.44 There is, in the enlightenment era, no one thinker or argument which can be said to be 

definitive. Rather than there being one enlightenment there seems to be many enlightenments, 

including amongst Catholics themselves.45 But even if one is to say the seventeenth and eighteenth 

century European philosophers and scientists constitute the enlightenment as such, one cannot 

deny that is also when liberalism is accurately dated should one consider John Locke a liberal—

and many people consider Locke both an enlightenment thinker as well as liberalism’s founding 

father.46 Even John Locke, seminal as he was, did not emerge out of a vacuum. Beyond his role in 

the 1688 Glorious Revolution, Locke is mostly held in such high esteem because he had later 

influence on America’s founding fathers, themselves reacting against Britain’s imperial 

nationalism. Is liberalism, then, really different from the enlightenment?  

 The answer to that is yes and no. Indeed, not all enlightenment philosophers are liberals, 

but all liberals are products of the so-called enlightenment. They emerge in a period wherein if 

there is one thing we can say binds enlightenment thinking together, it is a rejection of formal 

 
44 For a broad overview of early or radical enlightenment thinking, see: Jonathan I. Israel, Radical Enlightenment: 

Philosophy and the Making of Modernity 1650-1750 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002). For specifically French 

accounts, see: Jean-Christian Petitfils, Louis XVI (Paris: Perrin, 2005) and for a more academic treatment, see: Daniel 

Roche, France in the Enlightenment, translated by Arthur Goldhammer (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000). 
45 The Catholic Enlightenment: A Global Anthology (Early Modern Catholic Sources), edited by Ulrich L. Lehner and 

Shaun Blanchard (Washington, DC: The Catholic University Press, 2021). 
46 Ruth Grant, John Locke’s Liberalism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987).; cf. M. Seliger, The Liberal 

Politics of John Locke (New York: Routledge, 2019). For a general sense of liberalism’s world order and John Locke’s 

influence on it, see: John Baltes, The Empire of Habit: John Locke, Discipline, and the Origins of Liberalism 

(Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2016). Baltes makes the argument that Locke’s moral critique set forth the 

idea that degeneracy or criminality required discipline through social institutions. Those have manifested in further 

developments such as the prison-systems in liberal societies and the idea of a panopticon which was popularized by 

Michel Foucault. Locke’s particular concern was with the idle, and specifically the idle poor, who required discipline 

to encourage work and in fact work for the profits of private capital. 
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authority—an inheritance similarly found in many protestants, beyond even the conciliarists who 

did not reject formal authority, only that they located it in a different place. Immanuel Kant’s 

famous essay What is Enlightenment? (1784), well into the development of liberalism and a 

century after Locke, answers that enlightenment is Sapere aude (daring to know)—an inheritance 

not necessarily found in protestant thinking, but found in conciliarists such as William of Ockham. 

Effectively, then, enlightenment philosophy is described better as what it is not rather than what it 

is. It is not an obedience to authority. It is, rather, thinking for yourself. And as James Simpson 

says, tracing the line from the Reformation to liberalism through the enlightenment, enlightenment 

thinking shares the illiberal foundations of liberalism. Many of the protestant spiritual convictions 

about personal salvation through individual effort, it seems, translate to the temporal realm in one’s 

personal enlightenment coming through individual effort to know, often with temporal concerns 

over spiritual ones. Like protestantism, the enlightenment simply is unintelligible in any definitive 

way. There is hardly a set of arguments which bind them all together. Liberalism, not the 

enlightenment, has concrete propositions which are more discernible—none more so than how one 

perceives the liberal’s conception of world order. That world order responds to the concept of 

Christendom, inheriting the reactions of preliberal, conciliar positions.  

 The liberal order, a product of the influence of John Locke, antimonarchists, and 

antipapalist Catholics, can be defined—at least to some degree. Carl Schmitt in The Nomos of the 

Earth offers a particularly helpful distinction which describes two competing arenas of power, 

dating as far back to Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) 47  and Samuel von Pufendorf (1632-1694): 

 
47 See Camilla Boisen, “Grotius and Empire: On Andrew Fitzmaurice ‘Sovereignty, Property and Empire 1500–

2000’,” Grotiana 36 (2015), 28-39. Grotius cites the Salamanca School with Francisco de Vitoria (1483-1546) as the 

exemplar per the distinction between Imperium and Dominium.  For Grotius, the concept of ‘ownership’ (Dominium), 

is an institution created or sustained by civil society and is agreed upon through contracts. ‘Occupation’, to Grotius, 

is a natural right which pertains to the self-preservation of the individual. On property, then, we own our bodies, which 

then extends to the appropriation of external objects or things (such as food-stuff), and have a right to preserve it 

(extending the classical concept of suum). The distinction between occupation and property (Dominium) is based also 
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Imperium and Dominium.48 The first, in this framing, is the world of public property and the second 

is private property. Analogous in this framework is that individuals, conceptualized in a post-

medieval framework, can own land or estates (dominium), and states control territories (imperium). 

This is following the logic that, as Schmitt himself suggested following John Locke, “the essence 

of political power, first and foremost, is jurisdiction over the land.”49 What this means in the world 

order that Schmitt is writing in, however, is very different from Locke. The world of private 

property, rather than the world of public territory, has become infinitely more important through 

the globalization of capitalism. Like how the temporal and spiritual powers were distinct 

philosophically, this further distinction also took on institutional and political dimensions. 

 The distinction between imperium and dominium came according to Schmitt through the 

problem of jurisprudence “confronting land-appropriation of a New World.”50 Though he believes 

jurists of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries still nominally held to scholastic traditions, they 

added “ostensibly purely juridical or ‘civil’ concepts,” which emerged in the late medieval 

 
on Grotius’ commitment to no existent natural Dominium, and thus it follows that occupation is the natural process to 

create rights that a person has what is theirs. Essentially, this distinction allows for a positive right with respect to the 

ownership of property very early on in the history of ideas. 
48 See Coleman Phillipson, “Samuel Pufendorf” Journal of the Society of Comparative Legislation, Vol. 12, No. 2. 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1912), 233-265. For Pufendorf, his development of the distinction is related 

also to contracts but specifically through treaties. Grotius, when answering the question as to whether peace treaties 

are invalidated by fear says they are not. To Grotius, on the grounds that according to the common practices and 

principles such treaties are not held to be vitiated they would be impossible to put an end to wars. Pufendorf contends 

that unjust wars and ravaging of states and property cannot be conscientiously retained. For this reason, Pufendorf 

says it is allowable “to plead an exception of fear” against an unjust conqueror who forced submission through unjust 

means. The Prince, in the Medieval system according to Pufendorf, had dominium eminens, which mean that property 

may be ceded based on the virtue of the Prince’s right to pacify enemies or himself in accordance with the public 

interest. This is further complicated by Pufendorf’s concept of a ‘right’ (ius), which is an ambiguous term he believes. 

The concept of ius sometimes stands for lex, which means it can be often conflated with the law. This is based, as it 

often was, on a deeper sense of recte or ‘right-relationship’ to the Good or even Justice-itself. Though similar to power 

and authority (potestas), it is not exactly the same. He divides potestas into four types: 1) one’s own freedom (libertas); 

2) one’s own sovereignty (imperium), 3) moral power over one’s own property (dominium); and 4) the power of Lords 

over others (servitus). Interestingly, many translate Dominium itself to effectively mean Lordship. Pufendorf’s concept 

of power, when compared to Grotius, is more complicated. 
49 Carl Schmitt, The Nomos of the Earth in the International Law of the Jus Publicum Europaeum, (New York: Telos 

Press, 2003), 18, 47. 
50 Schmitt, The Nomos of the Earth, 133. 
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period—for example with the conciliarist William of Ockham.51 Legal systems of significance, 

Schmitt believes, arose during the Baroque period (c. 1600-1750), though they may have been 

founded upon late medieval principles. The science of international law, as Schmitt called it, was 

something which really could only emerge after the Westphalian borders were agreed upon. What 

was fundamental to the problem of the new juridical tradition dealing with international borders 

and therefore international law and relations was the question of land-appropriation. Or, 

concretely, the actual spatial designation of territory and thus the privatization of property. This 

was, according to Schmitt, mostly new in the Baroque period—something he says was not 

recognized out in the open until the second half of the eighteenth century.52 There was, central to 

this new problem, the issue of power over people and states versus the ownership of property—

state-power (imperium) versus property-power (dominium), a distinction which underpins 

liberalism. Thus, after Grotius the two categories are not just separated, but severed. The property 

a person owns privately is not, as it was in the late medieval period, something which de facto 

could be owned by the sovereign ruler of a state (a monarch, spiritual or temporal) through 

confiscation or a descending chain of authority ordained by the moral and cosmic order. This strict 

severance, not just separation, was in fact a necessary feature of protecting common people (as 

well as the elite) from the problem of state (national, monarchic, or imperial) overreach. The 

severance of imperium from dominium was fundamental to the philosophical tradition of Grotius, 

maintaining a private civic sphere—something at the base of the liberal tradition, often, as Schmitt 

believed, taken for granted. In other words, it was taken for granted as a backdrop of the liberal 

social imaginary responding to the relationship of those powers in medieval Christendom.  

 In The Concept of the Political, Schmitt makes the case that, “all central concepts of the 

 
51 Schmitt, The Nomos of the Earth, 133. 
52 Schmitt, The Nomos of the Earth, 135. 
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modern theory of the state are secularized theological concepts.”53 This, he argues, is because not 

only of their historical development, “in which they were transferred from theology to the theory 

of the state, whereby, for example, the omnipotent God became the omnipotent lawgiver,” but also 

because of their “systematic structure,” which is a necessary recognition for sociological 

consideration.54 Stuart Elden argues that the ‘not only’ in Schmitt’s language is important, but less 

complicated than the ‘but also’ in this sentiment. Elden believes that Schmitt did not intend to 

articulate a wish for restoring the theological significance of these concepts, but instead “rather to 

note what has been transformed in the process of secularization.”55 Elden further pushes this 

argument and says that for Schmitt, the entire globalization and secularization process is bound to 

understanding a long historical process. This begins, for Schmitt, in the form (Gestalt) of the earth 

first in biblical and mythical sentiments, but ultimately in fact. Schmitt discusses this where he 

speaks of the globus not in a mythical, but apprehensible and measurable space. This shift set off 

a race, in the fifteenth century, for the “spatial ordering of the entire earth,” (Erdenbal es) in terms 

of international law. 56  This spatial distinction between old and new was something which 

developed new claims on power. Jean Jacques Chifflet writing in Vindiciae hispanicae (1647) said 

that Philip IV of Spain was, as king of kings, not just archking of the Old World but was also 

emperor of the New.57 This new global image (globale Raumbild) required a “new global spatial 

order.”58 This image was the basis, therefore, of the ‘global’ dimension of the global imaginary 

 
53 Carl Schmitt, Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2006), 36. 
54 Schmitt, Political Theology, 36. 
55 Stuart Elden, “Reading Schmitt Geopolitically: Nomos, Territory, and Grossraum,” Radical Philosophy, No. 161, 

(May/June, 2010). 
56 Schmitt, The Nomos of the Earth, 25, 55. 
57 Jean Jacques Chifflet, Vindiciae hispanicae (Antwerp: Balthasar Maretus, 1647), 154.  
58 Schmitt, The Nomos of the Earth, 25. 
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which liberalism would ultimately define in what is often called the “New World Order.”59 This 

process facilitated, as José Casanova said, the reversal of Christendom’s order to a modern one.  

 The world changed dramatically in the fifteenth century according to Schmitt. The 

discovery of the globe as a matter of fact ushered in the first phase of globalization spearheaded 

by the Society of Jesus, changing the dynamic for international relations and international law as 

such. Against the prevailing view of western medievalists throughout the earliest parts of the 

twentieth century—most of whom accepted the 476-Roman collapse theory—Schmitt declared, 

“the history of the Middle Ages is thus the history of a struggle for, not against Rome.”60 His thesis 

rests on the notion that the social imaginary of Rome dominated the medieval mindset. Respublica 

Christiana, which Schmitt says is the term meant to denote Christendom, is best characterized as 

a longstanding civil war within Romanitas over Rome herself. Rather than an effort to do away 

with the imperial model of Rome, the Middle Ages is one wherein there is a vast competition over 

the imperial model of Rome itself. However, the liberal framework, one reacting against the 

Roman imperial model still held by Catholic crowns in its earliest days, was different—though 

still pertained to the relationship of powers, now elevating dominium. Where Christendom situated 

the spiritual and temporal powers in unity, the liberal order situated state and economic powers 

strictly severed, taking that earlier separation between imperium and sacerdotium as already 

normative. That first aspect of power separation was the product of conciliarists contending with 

the hierocratic framework imposed on the medieval social imaginary called Christendom. The 

second aspect, about the further severance of economic and state power, would be influenced by 

so much more.  

 
59 See Or Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism: Visions of World Order in Britain and the United States, 1939-

1950 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017). This will be discussed in Chapter 7. 
60 Schmitt, Nomos of the Earth, 59. 
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 That point, that there is a severance between imperium and dominium, is perhaps not 

obvious. The late medieval conception separating the two powers, imperium and sacerdotium, was 

not the same thing as their severance. The logic of medieval separation theory was not that there 

was no unity between the powers, it was that their unity in the temporal realm was challenged 

because of a debate over authority vis-à-vis institutions. Thus, to generate a solution to the 

challenge over authority in institutions, there needed to be a mediator that would help establish 

order—that mediator was normally a general council. But later thinkers, especially by the time 

early liberals were writing, were not focused on establishing union wherein disagreement or even 

discord was present. It was, instead, about making sure the imperial dimensions of both State and 

Church—broadly conceived as being represented in the Catholic crowns and the papacy—could 

not creep back in and establish once again any semblance of the medieval Roman model. Though 

to us today it is clear that the temporal Catholic crowns and the papacy were in fact not in union, 

the fear that they were was one shared by many liberals and protoliberals. This was especially clear 

in the broader conspiracy theory against the Society of Jesus.61 That fear animated later, more 

violent revolutionary liberals in 1789 France aimed first against their Micro-Christendom (Ancien 

Régime), then against the Church itself. A severance of the powers, and specifically severing 

economic from state power, would guarantee the rights of individuals against the imperial 

hierarchy of the medieval Roman social imaginary.   

 Severing the powers, especially along economic lines, was a development which only 

 
61 Sabina Pavone, “The History of Anti-Jesuitism: National and Global Dimensions” in The Jesuits and Globalization: 

Historical Legacies and Contemporary Challenges, eds. Thomas Banchoff and José Casanova (Washington, DC: 

Georgetown University Press, 2016), 111-130.; cf. Sabina Pavone, The Wily Jesuits and the Monita Secreta: The 

Forged Secret Instructions of the Jesuits (Boston: Boston College Institute of Jesuit Sources, 2005). Pavone gives four 

types of common anti-Jesuitism: Religious-Political Anti-Jesuitism, Ecclesiastical Anti-Jesuitism, Jesuit Anti-

Jesuitism, and Enlightenment Anti-Jesuitism. The third is perhaps most surprising because it was internal and some 

of the “most vehement,” of its kind (119). A classic example is of the former Jesuit Giulio Clemente Scotti and the 

Hungarian Jesuit Melchior Inchofer who wrote Monarchia solipsorum, which argued the Society of Jesus had 

ambitions to establish a universal empire. 
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could have come about after the conciliar theory. Liberals, though hardly in any situation wherein 

their conception of order had power in early modernity, had a distinct counter-imaginary to 

medieval Christendom. The liberal’s social imaginary was not at all about the unity of powers 

under God, institutionally mediated; it was, instead, one wherein God granted individuals rights 

and those rights were guaranteed through nature, and defined in the separation of powers, 

mediated, if by anything, through consent. Thus, the liberal’s order was one wherein the Roman 

inheritance of the categories was deeply formative—it in fact is based in the disputes of the Roman 

social imaginary—but is a completely different arrangement of the parts. In effect, the liberal world 

order is a Roman imaginary, but it is a Roman model unlike the social imaginary of the Christian 

Roman Empire commonly called Christendom. To Schmitt’s saying about the medieval struggle 

being one for, not against Rome, the same is simultaneously true and false of the emergent liberal 

age. The changing social imaginary, then, is a struggle for a new Rome and against the old Rome.  

THE SEPARATION OF ECONOMY AND STATE 

 

Severing state and economic power may define the liberal’s order, but it was not originally a liberal 

concept. Historically, their unity—where it could be said to actually exist—was a product of the 

imagined power of monarchs. As the separation of powers impacted institutional entities and 

relationships, the original separation between Church and Empire (and other regimes) extended to 

other social domains, both institutional and personal. The separation of state and economic power 

as an aspect of the emergent social imaginary, at least in part, originated from a geopolitical 

struggle between England and Spain. In Trade and Nation, Emily Erikson argues that after the 

protestant separation of England from Rome, the emergent national empire struggled with Spanish 
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empire-building, backed by the power of the Catholic Church. 62  Spain, significantly more 

powerful than England in the sixteenth century, was significantly weaker by the nineteenth. One 

of the primary reasons for England’s almost perplexing growth between the sixteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, most believe, is economic development and policy. Where other national 

empires focused on conversion, territorial expansion, and political stability, England prioritized 

those things under economic growth. Spain, and the Church by extension, she believes, did not.  

 Erikson’s argument, well documented, explains the rise of “economics” as an academic 

discipline outside its historic subordination to theology in Catholic universities. In the 1580’s, 

there were merely a few economic pamphlets produced—literally, three or four—but by the 

1690’s, there were hundreds. 63  The explosive growth of economic theory happened, almost 

exclusively, in one country: England. The question, then, is why? It originates, Erikson argues, 

with economics existing as a discipline of theology, at that point dominated by the Salamanca 

school in Spain. Neo-Thomists of that sort were, when it came to economics, focused on two major 

concerns: first, with fair trade and just price opposed to usury and second, with the common good 

as conceived by Catholic theology. English merchants and corporations under Crown charters, not 

at all subject to Salamanca theologians or the Catholic tradition, backed by protestant academics 

in the universities, focused instead on something else. The nascent English economist’s focus, fine 

with usury, was growth.64 And this development of fair trade being subordinated to growth, 

Erikson argues, is the origins of “economics” as a formal, specialized discipline.  

 Today, there is really no question that growth dominates liberal economic frameworks. 

 
62  Emily Erikson, Trade and Nation: How Companies and Politics Reshaped Economic Thought (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2021). 
63 Erikson, Trade and Nation, 5. 
64 Erikson, Trade and Nation, 18-19. It was a slow start to switch from the idea that usury was bad to usury being 

unconvincing to condemn as a sin. In 1621, Thomas Culpeper the Elder argued that high impact interest rates on the 

development of commerce and trade could in effect grow the national interest. It was with this twinned economic 

nationalism and economic liberalism that this new economic framework for growth emerged. 
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There has virtually been no point in the postwar liberal world order wherein growth was not the 

primary economic concern. A graph charting growth, from the gross domestic product of a nation-

state or the per capita income of a citizen, has shot up exponentially in the last two hundred years 

even in supposedly poor regions. 65  Erikson, seeing that, wondered exactly where that shift 

occurred and why it developed where it did, specifically in England. The primary reason, she 

believes, is that England needed a comparative advantage against the Spanish Empire. The 

seventeenth century, alongside the rise of power within the merchant class in Europe, witnessed 

the creation of the nation-state. The two, though distinct, were deeply intertwined. The literature 

which developed out of the nascent field of economics, countering theological captivity of the 

subject, was what Erikson called “a courtship that played out between the [English] state and 

commercial actors.”66 Money, in the Neo-Thomist theological framework, was a ‘necessary evil’, 

and scholars from the Salamanca school were especially concerned with mitigating money’s 

corrupting elements on the common good. Money was not an end and usury was mostly forbidden. 

That said, the relationship of the papacy under Leo X to Jakob Fugger did result in loosened 

restrictions on money lending, creating a useful distinction from usury.67 In seventeenth century 

England, the model for economics was complicated and was still, at first, subordinated to a 

normatively Catholic moral framework which rejected usury. What happened all throughout 

Catholic Europe was happening in England as well. There was a rise in calls for representative 

government, new religious movements grew, colonial projects were formulated, the power of the 

state centralized, and new modes of civil government expanded to include formerly less important 

 
65 C.J. Jones, “The Facts of Economic Growth,” Handbook of Macroeconomics (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press). 
66 Erikson, Trade and Nation, 1. 
67 It must be stated that Jakob Fugger successfully lobbied Pope Leo X in 1515 to make concessions on money lending, 

despite being opposed to usury. The distinction then was developed at the Fifth Lateran Council wherein a ‘moderate 

sum’ was considered acceptable for the services of financiers. The papacy entered then into a relationship indebted to 

Jakob Fugger and exercised high taxes as well as promulgated indulgences to pay off debts. By 1517, Martin Luther 

had rejected the practice explicitly in attempt to save the papacy from corruption. 
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political actors, such as the merchant. Though the rise of economics as a field was not merely a 

merchant’s endeavor, it was largely state elites who held property and capital ventures alongside 

merchants who sought Crown charters that developed this new framework consciously. There was, 

according to Erikson, a fracture in the merchant class at the time. The distinction, repudiated by 

Karl Marx two centuries later, between ‘town’ and ‘country’ merchants was stark. There was, also, 

a competitive drive between merchants focused on commercial endeavors—such as selling wares 

or factory production—and merchants deeply interested in Crown charters for colonial exploits. 

Both of these groups, prior to older economic paradigms which had them as antagonists, stood to 

benefit from the shift away from theories of fair exchange and just price under the common good 

to a sense that growth and growth as a good in itself was, in fact, good for the commons.  

 Crown charters were offered by the state, but they were issued largely to privateers who 

would trade with other nations—the first of which was Russia.68 The only exception to this was 

during the brief period wherein Oliver Cromwell issued charters on behalf of Parliament. 

Merchants, perhaps surprisingly, were hardly well represented in comparison to other political 

elites up until the 1688 Glorious Revolution. The growth of the field of economics was not merely 

a way in which political elites could resituate the world order to their benefit considering new, 

colonial exploits. Rather, it was also, a way in which less powerful merchants in ‘country’ as 

opposed to ‘town’ or without Crown charters, could get away from the imperial model which 

dominated Catholic theories on the economy. The right to private property, being of fundamental 

 
68 Erikson, Trade and Nation, 12-13; 24-25. Erikson notes that the chartering of the Russian Company and the 

Company of Merchant Adventurers was chartered around 1550. Three decades later, A Compendious or briefe 

examination of certayne ordinary complaints of diuers of our country men in these days (1581) was written, published 

another three decades later. The author(s) of the text described a common complaint about the state of commerce and 

trade, subjugated to the crown rather than the private interests of the industrious few. In 1555, the Muscovy Company 

was granted a Crown charter which allowed them exclusive trade deals with Moscow and the newly inaugurated 

Tsardom of Russia. Queen Elizabeth, who chartered the Muscovy Company, showed favor and awarded privileges to 

these Crown charters in order to raise revenue for the state treasury. 
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importance in the development of liberal’s concept of order, so said Schmitt, was at first a way of 

safeguarding material assets from monarchic confiscation. That would have been a realistic fear 

in the previous centuries, and was in fact a fear still through the seventeenth century. But the rise 

of the economic discourse was not merely seen as a safeguard of private property against Crown 

interests; it was also viewed as plausibly counter to state interests.  

 Thus, as Carl Schmitt noted, the severance of imperium and dominium being basic to the 

liberal’s concept of order is something of note here. As interested academics, political elites, elite 

merchants, and even dispossessed merchants attempted to wrest economic interests away from 

Crown control, the civil sphere pushed back. There was a fear amongst non-interested (or 

differently interested) parties that the merchant’s individual interest was counter to the common 

good, a feature normative of the Catholic framework on the economy still practically normative in 

protestant England. In the first wave of the discourse all the way until Adam Smith’s The Wealth 

of Nations, pro-growth arguments were synthesized broadly speaking to incorporate this fear into 

its positive designs. What happened, then, is that the logic of growth over fairness or justice was 

developed as an argument for the national common good. The growth of wealth, then, was the 

common good of nations and the richest nations would be empires.69 England would strive to be 

the largest and the richest national empire. Growth, for the English, was part of their own internal 

national theology—ordained by God to have an empire so “Britons will never be slaves.”70  

 Erikson wonders why this type of ideology grew in England and not in Spain, England’s 

largest economic and imperial competitor. She suggests it is largely because the economic 

argument for national growth as opposed to justice and fairness under the common good, but there 

is another line to consider which she does not. There is the simple fact that unlike other competitive 

 
69 Erikson, Trade and Nation, 4. 
70 This is a line in the patriotic maritime and martial song, “Rule, Britannia,” by James Thomson written in 1740. 
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national empires, London was not subject to Rome as Madrid was. Her belief is it is just Catholic 

theology from universities which permeated the resistance to growth-centered economics. But it 

is also simply the fact that Rome itself was central to the power dynamic. Though it is true that the 

Roman social imaginary of medieval Christendom was hardly tenable, Catholic crowns throughout 

Europe still were subject to the normative claims of the Church—and theologians—in a way 

London was not. They knew no pope in England, nor a Church in Rome. Their enterprise was not 

only ordained—to some degree or another—by the English Crown, but also the English Church. 

Their Micro-Christendom, in effect, was a counter national Roman imaginary which operated for 

their own national interest.   

 But one may wonder that if the liberal’s order is principally the severance of economic and 

state power, would it not be the case this period was not actually liberal, then? Indeed, it was not. 

Rather, it was a step towards the liberal paradigm in the elevation of the economic over the 

traditionally conceived moral framework for the interest of the state. As such, the English example 

is one wherein we see how imperial nationalism operated in mimicry of hierocratic paradigm at a 

national level with a temporal sovereign who had spiritual authority. Whereas in medieval 

Christendom merchants were strictly subordinated to imperial or state interests, in seventeenth 

century England that paradigm starts to break apart largely because of the separation first of the 

two powers and second of the further severance of the state from the economy. Even though the 

growth of wealth was first sold as generating the national common good against the nation’s 

enemies, it would develop further along individual lines. Ultimately, this further development, in 

the influence of the earlier John Locke on later liberals such as the American founding fathers, 

resulted not in a national common good, but the individual’s good as common to the nation.   
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NEO-ROMAN PARLIAMENTARIANISM AND THE EARLY MODERN CONCILIAR 

THEORY 

 

Alongside the seventeenth century development of economic growth as an end in itself, 

perpetuating the power of the English Micro-Christendom against Spain, was the call for self-

government. What the development of economics was to the separation of powers pertaining to 

dominium, the republican turn was to imperium, using Schmitt’s framework. A century before the 

English Civil War, conciliar theories were popularized at the Sorbonne.71 The Scottish conciliarist 

John Major (Jean Mair) at the start of the sixteenth century, while at the Sorbonne, read and 

popularized older conciliarist thought, especially Jean Gerson’s writings against tyranny. 72 

Writing in the first half of the sixteenth century, John Major was a much closer link to the medieval 

conciliarists. John Major, following Gerson, is widely considered to have influenced republican 

thought of the century which followed.73 John’s influence, notwithstanding his developments in 

logic and science, impacted theories of international relations (arguing for the human rights of 

indigenes against Spanish imperialism) and politics (in his conciliarist positions on general 

councils and popular sovereignty). By 1682, primarily designed by these conciliar thoughts, the 

 
71 Thomas Cajetan, “On the Comparison of the Authority of Pope and Council,” eds. J.H. Burns and Thomas M. 

Izbicki, Conciliarism and Papalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 1-133.; cf. Jacques Almain, “A 

Book Concerning the Authority of the Church,” eds. J.H. Burns and Thomas M. Izbicki, Conciliarism and Papalism 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 134-200. During the years of 1511-12 there was an uptick in 

conciliarist against papalist writings. These are the writings which in effect create the backdrop for the Fifth Lateran 

Council. Thomas Cajetan took the papal position while Jacques Almain, a French royalist, took the conciliarist 

position. Cajetan would continue to defend the papalist position after Martin Luther’s movement took hold in Europe, 

but Almain passed in 1515 immediately prior to the episode. Almain, a professor at the University of Paris, was a 

friend and ally of John Major who was a fellow conciliarist. The two effectively popularized the conciliarist arguments, 

but Almain was more concerned specifically with matters that pertained to Louis XII’s sovereignty against Pope Julius 

II. When France supported the 1511 Council of Pisa against Julius II, the University of Paris positioned Almain as its 

primary respondent to Thomas Cajetan’s papalist arguments. This was a major episode in the development of 

conciliarism as it pertained to both royalist concerns in Gallicanism and republican concerns for John Major. 
72  Francis Oakley, “On the Road from Constance to 1688: The Political Thought of John Major and George 

Buchanan,” Journal of British Studies, Vol. 1, No. 2 (May 1962): 1-31. 
73 One of Major’s most notable students was John Knox. Knox described Major as “an oracle on the matters of 

religion.” John Knox was not, however, necessarily a conciliarist. 
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Gallican Declaration would define France’s relationship to the papacy.74   

 The ‘Sorbonnists’ focused on where exactly to locate legitimate authority. Though 

conciliarists challenged the logic that it ought to be in the papal crown, the national crown as its 

location was normative throughout most of Europe both Catholic and protestant. The Sorbonnists, 

led by John Major and Jacques Almain, agreed that no ruler who people consented to freely could 

be a threat greater than themselves. Advancing beyond conciliarists such as Marsilius of Padua or 

Dante Alighieri, the Sorbonnists argue that this free consent which results in a leader can only 

actually be derived from the body of the people. Thus, a king (or other ruler) is only ever a 

magistrate of executive power, never an absolute monarch.75 These ideas, though popular in both 

Spain and England, were nascent until the next century and achieved little political consequence 

in Spain.76 It was with the growth of a call for self-government and free consent to authority that 

the conciliarist inheritance took stronger hold. It is in this legacy that there is a more direct 

connection of liberalism to conciliarism.  

 
74 The Declaration of the Clergy of France, commonly called the Gallican Declaration, was a four-article document 

which covered the 1681 assembly of the French clergy. The longer history leading to the Gallican Declaration begins 

indeed with the conciliarist controversy and in particular with the arguments of John of Paris, but reaches a critical 

moment slightly later. At the Fifth Lateran Council (1512-17), Pope Julius II attempted to reestablish papal authority 

and secure peace between temporal rulers. As the reforms of the Councils of Constance and Florence had failed to 

secure council-authority over the pope and reestablish the East-West unity of Rome, temporal rulers felt less secure 

with the older model originally dominating Christendom. There were tensions between Louis XII of France, Emperor 

Maximilian Habsburg, and Pope Julius II over the claims of temporal rule and the authority of the pope. Maximilian 

aiming to secure his own election to the papacy and Louis XII aiming to secure sovereignty away from Julius II and 

Maximilian led to a conflicted episode. The result was the French conciliabulum which was an effort to revive fifteenth 

century conciliarism in an effort for France to achieve success on both fronts. By 1663, after a century of resistance 

from French clergy and nobles, even the College of Sorbonne had declared that it accepted no authority of the pope 

over general councils. By 1673, Louis XIV made official the distinction between royal and papal power, popularized 

by John of Paris, and made all episcopal sees in the French kingdom under his jurisdiction. The Gallican Declaration, 

then, enshrines that history in four major points: 1) the pope has received dominium from God only in spiritual matters; 

2) the plenitude of authority in things spiritual in no way effect temporal dominium and a general council has authority 

over a pope; 3) Apostolic authority so exercised is regulated by the canons and the consent of the Church; and 4) 

though the pope is chief in questions of faith, he is subject to the consent of the Church in a general council. Louis 

XIV would go to order the Declaration be professed from all ecclesiastical pulpits in France. 
75 Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, Vol 2., 119. 
76 Though it must be mentioned that Hispanic conciliarism had purchase in the court of Emperor Charles V. This is 

discussed at the end of Chapter 2. 
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 Quentin Skinner in Liberty before Liberalism explains that early English liberals, well 

before the American founding, were mining classical pre-Christian and medieval Roman texts to 

challenge the absolute authority of the English Crown.77 The Crown, cast by what Skinner called 

Neo-Roman thinkers, was positioned as a relic of the medieval order. During the English Civil 

War of 1642-51, medieval conciliar theories were appropriated alongside newly recovered 

classical Roman ones to challenge the Crown in new ways. Skinner, part of an early and 

midcentury discourse which included Francis Oakley and Harold Laski, was one of the few which 

recognized the influence of conciliarism on later republican and constitutionalist political thinking. 

The early republicans, writing against absolute monarchies, did not exclusively or even primarily 

inherit their principles from reformers. Because of the popularity of conciliarism in the Parisian 

university network, many who were educated in that scholarly network took home with them these 

ideas, popularizing them throughout Europe. The works of John of Paris, William of Ockham, 

Jean Gerson, and others were “repeatedly cited during the course of the seventeenth century,” as 

having “championed the right of the people to resist tyranny.”78 This conciliarist sense was stated 

by William Prynne who wrote in 1643, “the Kingdome in Parliament Assembled is above the King, 

as a General Councell is above the Pope.”79 John Maxwell, the Bishop of Tuam, claimed in 1644 

that these early republicans learned their theories not from “the sound Protestants of the Reformed 

Churches,” but from the conciliarist struggle. Of this he said, 

The Sorbonnists, and others of that kinde; who to oppose the Pope his infallibilitie in 

judgement, his unlimited power, and to subject him to a Councell, did dispute themselves 

almost out of breath to prove that potestas spiritualis summa was by Christ first and 

immediately given uniati, or communitatis fidelium… that howsoever for the time it was 

virtually in the Pope, yet he had it onely from the communitie of the faithfull 

communicatively, and in the case of defailance, in them it was suppletive; and in the case 

 
77 Quentin Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
78 Oakley, On the Road from Constance to 1688,” 4. 
79 William Prynne, The Soveraigne Power of Parliaments and Kingdoms (London, 1643), 6.; cf. John Neville Figgis, 

Political Thought from Gerson to Grotius, 1414-1625: Seven Studies (New York: Harper & Row, 1960), 58. 
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that the power of the Church was abused to heresie or tyrannie, the Pope was deposable 

(not onely censurable) by a Councell.80 

The point then to grasp is that by the seventeenth century, well into the republican and 

constitutionalist turn toward self-government, both ecclesiastical and secular leaders were 

engaging with conciliar thought. The conciliarist turn against centralized authority in favor of a 

representative body was in the political ether demonstrating to us that conciliarism did not end in 

the fifteenth century. Michael Breidenbach, attempting to synthesize what the conciliarist 

influence on secular regimes was said it was “a representative form of government based on the 

consent of those represented rather than absolute monarchy.”81 Conciliarism then was not just 

about council-authority, it was about representative self-government through consent. But that 

said, the early modern republicans did engage medieval conciliar thought; it was not merely an 

evolution based on influence or inheritance. Already in the sixteenth century, George Buchanan, 

famous as one of the humanists leading the Scottish Reformation, was engaging specifically with 

the Councils of Constance and Basel. During his youth and prior to his conversion away from 

Roman Catholicism, Buchanan claimed he learned from the conciliarists and believed alongside 

them. Buchanan was, after all, educated by the conciliarist John Major while a student in Paris. 

Keith Brown, reflecting on the influence of Buchanan, said he was “the most profound intellectual” 

of sixteenth century Scotland. Brown insists, Buchanan’s ideas—which indeed were conciliarist 

in nature—were so widely accepted that it explains the ease by which King James II was deposed 

in 1689 following the Glorious Revolution.82 

 The early republican movement for self-government, historically necessary in laying 

 
80 Sacro-sancta Regum Majestas (Oxford, 1644), 14-16. Quoted in Oakley, On the Road from Constance to 1688. 
81 Michael Breidenbach, Our Dear-Bought Liberty: Catholics and Religious Toleration in Early America (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2021), 123. 
82 Keith M Brown, "Reformation to Union, 1560–1707," in R.A. Houston and W. W. J. Knox, eds., The New Penguin 

History of Scotland (2001) pp 182–275. Quote at page 185. 
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foundational concepts within liberalism, was in effect colored by the conciliarist strain of thought. 

Against tyranny and for representative government by consent of the body politic, the conciliarist 

line of argument was utilized in a variety of ways—all the way from Constance, not just to 1688, 

but indeed to 1776. In the sixteenth century, medieval conciliarists and general councils were cited 

by writers such as Lancelot Andrewes (an Anglican bishop), David Owen (House Tudor), Robert 

Burhill (a clergyman), and John Buckeridge (an Anglican bishop)—all of whom were 

protestants.83 This was, in other words, not solely relegated to Catholic thought or culture. The 

turning point for the republican debates, which at first failed and then later succeeded to some 

degree with the turn towards constitutional monarchy, were fiercest during the English Civil War 

(1642-51). During that period, John Milton, James Harrington, and Marchamont Nedham, and 

many others, synthesized the conciliar theory of a general council reflecting representative 

government with what Skinner called the Neo-Roman theory for a free-state. Nedham, perhaps the 

most influential at the time, argued that republican Rome was a ‘free-state’ and therefore its 

citizens were free individuals, represented by consent under the imperium of laws. They were “free 

indeed,” Skinner says of Nedham’s thinking, because “no laws could be imposed upon them 

without a consent first had in the people’s assemblies.” Thus, no law could be imposed through 

arbitrary will, as the enemy was the monarch itself, “but by the people’s consent.”84  

 This theory of consent may not be obviously conciliar in logic at first, but it was. Nedham 

argued that “the people’s representatives,” those who were able to manage affairs of state through 

consent, constituted “the supreme power of the nation.”85 Milton, pushing this further, believed 

 
83 Francis Oakley, The Watershed of Modern Politics: Law, Virtue, Kingship, and Consent (1300-1650) (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2015), 276. 
84 Quentin Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism, 27.; cf. Marchamont Nedham, The Excellency of a Free State, edited 

by Richard Baron (London, 1767), xxii, 32-3.; cf. 28-9, 114-15.  
85 Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism, 33-34.; cf. Nedham, The Excellency of a Free State, ix-x. 
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that the best form of government was one “without [a] single person or house of lords,” and, 

differently from elitist medieval conciliarists, believed that was only in the House of Commons.86 

Harrington, using a conciliarist argument on the supremacy of councils, believed there needed to 

be two instead of a general one. First, a council needed to set the agenda and define the tradition; 

and second, another council needed to be given legislative authority to enact the agenda defined 

by the first council. That may seem confusing at first, but to Harrington, the first council defined 

is very much like an Ecumenical Council in the medieval sense but on a national level. It would 

be convoked—though not by monarch—by the representative government to solve for division (or 

schism) amongst differences in the popular will.87 But unlike medieval conciliarists, Harrington’s 

vision in the utopian text Oceana held that there needed to be a mechanism for enforcement or 

enactment, as many councils had failed in executing their agenda historically. What is interesting 

about his theory of council-authority is that, unlike Milton, he believed it required elite 

participation. Like medieval councils, it was not as if the whole of Christendom set the agenda and 

defined the tradition; rather, it was Christendom’s elites who did that. Counter, however, is that 

the second council—executive in nature—was in the hands of “the people.”  

 It is on this line of thinking that George Buchanan became so popular to Neo-Roman 

thinkers, directly connecting early republicanism to conciliarism. Buchanan, much like the Neo-

Roman thinkers save for the most extreme ones, argued not for popular democracy, but for 

representative government. Discussing the death of King James III of Scotland, Buchanan said “all 

the Estates (ordines) of Scotland, in public assembly, gave judgment that James III was lawfully 

 
86 John Milton, “The Readie and Easie Way to Establish a Free Commonwealth” in Complete Prose Wrks of John 

Milton, vol. VII, edited by Robert W. Ayers, revised edition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), 429-447. 
87 James Harrington, The Commonwealth of Oceana and A System of Politics, edited by J. G. A. Pocock (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1992), 64-66. 
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put to death.”88 Further, Buchanan argues what would be a normative claim by republicans seeking 

a representative government aside from popular democracy. Buchanan said that he,  

Never thought that the management of affairs should be left to the decision of the whole 

people; but that according to our custom, selected persons from all estates should join with 

the King in council.89 

Though writing some six or seven decades before the Neo-Roman thinkers, the logic had 

permeated early republican thinking. It was in this new Atlantic republicanism, molded by strands 

of conciliarism, that arguments for self-government and a free-state took hold. By the time the 

American republican revolution had started, eighteenth century thinkers such as Thomas Hollis 

referred to this older body of literature as united in genre and goal. Hollis called George Buchanan 

the “master-patriot,” and cited the “ever-glorious” revolution of 1688 as the work of Nedham 

taking up Buchanan’s patriotic cause.90 It was the American revolutionaries who republished 

Nedham’s Excellencie of a Free-State in 1767, framing this all as one bigger body of literature 

connecting Atlantic republicanism with their goals. But unlike contemporary scholarship, many 

eighteenth century republicans knew not the conciliarist influence; rather, instead, they traced their 

inheritance to Florence in the decades following the infamous fifteenth century general council.  

 All of the Neo-Roman thinkers, Skinner believes along with the American revolutionaries, 

were fundamentally influenced by Niccolò Machiavelli. Machiavelli, born during the failed 

implementation of the Florentine Union, was part of a new theological and political milieu growing 

in Florence. During the Council of Florence, Cosimo de’Medici commissioned members of the 

East Roman delegation to teach Italians classical Greek philosophy and Orthodox theology. The 

 
88 George Buchanan, Opera Omnia (Edinburgh, 1715), I, § 8, 36.; cf. 30, translated by Charles F. Arrowood, The 

Powers of the Crown in Scotland (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1949), 125. 
89 Buchanan, Opera Omnia (Edinburgh, 1715), I, § 8, 36.; cf. Arrowood, Powers of the Crown, 71. 
90  Blair Worden and David Womersly, “The Republication of The Excellencie” in Marchamont Nedham, The 

Excellencie of a Free-State (Indianapolis: The Liberty Fund, 2010), 45. 
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greatest among them, and the founder of the Platonic Academy in Florence, was Gemistos Plethon. 

He was the teacher and spiritual father of both the Latin Patriarch of Constantinople and the Greek 

Patriarch of Constantinople, in attendance at the Council of Florence. But Cosimo did not 

commission Gemistos to found the new Platonic Academy to broker peace between Latins and 

Greeks. He was interested in Gemistos’ articulation of classical philosophy as distinct from 

Christian forms. Machiavelli, raised in that environment, was even further beyond Gemistos. He, 

pillaging the classical Roman heritage, articulated a theory of governance rooted in rediscovering 

classical philosophy alongside classical Roman imperial arguments. The Roman social imaginary, 

in other words, was larger than its medieval variant of Christendom.  

 The Neo-Roman republicans in England were not vested directly in the heritage of 

Gemistos, but they were according to Skinner influenced by Machiavelli who grew up in that 

milieu. The Atlantic republican vision which first grew in Florence through the Council of 

Florence made its way to England in new ways. One of the critical features of these arguments that 

Neo-Roman free-state theorists made was with respect to the role of imperium and the station of 

subjects as slaves. Romans, the Neo-Roman republicans argued, were free individuals living in a 

government enacting their will through consent. But liberty, the fruit of such a government, was 

situated along the premises that liberty could be lost in the station of slavery—wherein liberty is 

forfeit. This was based in the arguments made by Sallust, Seneca, Tacitus, and Livy most generally. 

What the Neo-Roman thinkers picked up on was the fear the classical Romans had of their 

government being under the jurisdiction of a few and, ultimately, one monarch. Sallust, popular to 

the Neo-Romans, argued in Bellum Catilinae that “ever since our republic submitted to the 

jurisdiction of a few powerful persons, the rest of us have been obnoxii living in subservience to 
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them.”91 Seneca, following Sallust, explains that the bodies of persons “are obnoxia, at the mercy 

of their masters, to whom they are ascribed.”92 Skinner explains that to the classical Romans, the 

term obnoxius describes a state of those exposed to harm or live at the expense or mercy of others.93 

Thus, the neo-Roman model was one wherein the least amount of people would be exposed to 

obnoxia and secure their permanent libertas.  

 A free state, the desire of the Neo-Roman republicans in England in the Civil War, was to 

be modeled after the Romans liberating themselves from previous kings and establishing a 

republic. Livy’s Civitas libera, articulating this history, was a roadmap to the seventeenth century 

English republicans. A free state, to Livy and the Neo-Romans alike, is one where magistrates are 

elected representatives and all citizens, even the ruler, are subject to law. Such a state, Skinner 

explains of the Neo-Romans utilizing classical Roman arguments, was a self-governing 

community focused on in the Roman mindset the common good and in the Neo-Roman mindset 

the commonwealth. The point then would be that alongside the growth of merchant arguments that 

the growth of wealth was a feature of the national common good was a sense that individual liberty 

could only secure the commonwealth should it be a free state. Indeed, on both fronts, from the 

model of government in the consent of the many in a conciliar model to the freedom of a state 

from the monarchy of one, the Neo-Roman republican framework mimicked many of the 

conciliarist and nationalist arguments of medieval Christendom. These early republicans were, 

after all, influenced by the conciliarist revival coming from Paris over the previous century.  

 Central to the utilization of classical Roman arguments was the logic that government, and 

the commonwealth, was bigger than one person. As England was in effect a Micro-Christendom, 

 
91 Sallust, “Bellum Catilinae,” in Sallust, translated and edited by J. C. Rolfe (London: 1931), 20.; cf. 6-7. Page 34 

speaks of the state of subservience as a loss of liberty. 
92 Seneca, “De Benefixiis,” in Moral Essays, translated and edited by John W. Basore, (London: 1928-35: 3).  
93 Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism, 43-44. 
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its controversies in a real way mirrored the previous dilemmas of medieval Christendom. 

Conciliarists and medieval protonationalists argued for national sovereignty from a superordinate 

crown in the papacy, Neo-Roman republicans argued for individual sovereignty from the nation’s 

superordinate crown. It is perhaps interesting also that those against the Neo-Roman republicans 

utilized Christian and imperial Roman conceptions of God and God’s omnipotent power mirrored 

in the Crown, yet Neo-Romans used pre-Christian Roman republican arguments.94 Effectively, the 

drama is playing out on a microcosmic scale, making the point that England’s early modern 

national empire—as just one example—was a Micro-Christendom. Moreover, Skinner’s recovery 

of Neo-Roman arguments definitively makes the case that the Roman social imaginary could be 

developed on a national level. What Neo-Roman thinkers did, just as medieval thinkers did before 

them, was mine the Roman social imaginary and apply arguments where they fit. Thus, it was not 

as if Atlantic republicanism which was imported from Florence was foreign; rather, it was native, 

as England was once a part of Christendom, still claiming Rome’s inheritance.  

 Carl Schmitt’s point that the medieval era was not a struggle against but for Rome applies 

to the emergence of the liberal’s concept of order. The rise of a distinct economic framework apart 

from Catholic theology on the primacy of wealth creation was, fundamentally, a Roman endeavor. 

The rise of republicanism as a counter-vision to Christian monarchy was, also, fundamentally 

Roman. The difference, in the growth of trade and nation, was what was privileged. Separating the 

powers in medieval Christendom provided a pathway forward for those who sought to disrupt the 

Christianized and imperial Roman social imaginary. This process operated at multiple levels and 

with different ends but was always fundamentally a benefactor of that first move in separating the 

powers. Where the powers are separated, the English Crown can maintain its severance from 

 
94 Francis Oakley, “The Absolute and Ordained Power of God in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Theology,” 

Journal of the History of Ideas, Vol. 59, No. 3 (July 1998): 437-461. 
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Catholic empire-building as well as Rome’s Church; and, further, the Neo-Romans can maintain 

conciliar concerns against the English Crown and still yet the rise of merchants could maintain 

nationalist arguments to sway favor from either. Effectively, none of this happened within the 

framework of Christendom because the medieval Roman social imaginary necessitated unity of 

powers, and thus the subordination of economy to state and subjected the individual to institutional 

mediation. But as the Neo-Roman thinkers so frequently repeated Livy’s words: “the imperium of 

the laws is greater than that of any men.”95 There were, to that end, checks against powers and new 

balances which facilitated a new ledger. That is how the social imaginary, in part, changed. 

 
95 Livy, Books I and II, translated and edited by B. O. Foster (London: 1919), 2. 1. 1., 218. Cicero and Sallust use this 

phrase as well. Harrington uses it in Oceana Ch. 2, note 39. 
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CHAPTER IV: 

CONCILIARITY AS A THEORY OF INTEGRATION AFTER THE SECOND WORLD 

WAR 

THE EMERGENCE OF GLOBALISM IN THE NEW WORLD ORDER 

 

The era where all of humanity will be a political reality still remains in the distant future. 

The period of national political realities is over. This is the epoch of Empires, which is to 

say of transnational political unities, but formed by affiliated nations.1 

The concept of a consciously ‘new’ world order was one which took hold in wake of the French 

Revolution. The new order, as such, was originally a liberal’s conception of order contra France’s 

Ancien Régime and the Roman Catholic Church. But by the time liberalism saw a decline following 

the rise of fascism and nationalism, the liberal mind was haunted by the fear that perhaps this sense 

of another world being possible was, in fact, impossible—or at least unlikely. Michael Bentley 

explains that during the early part of the interwar period, liberalism was one of the biggest 

obstacles in exorcising the fear that decline was inevitable. During that period, Michael Bentley 

says, “[the liberal’s cosmology] was understood by its adherents to be under formal attack.”2 

Liberals were haunted, most ultimately, by themselves. The problem, it seemed at the time, was 

liberalism in its laissez-faire construction allowed for too much freedom and progressivism, 

though ascending to power with Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson in the United States, 

was by far less powerful in Europe.3 Liberalism, to those anxious at the time, needed state power 

 
1 Alexandre Kojève, “The Idea of the Latin Empire,” in Outline of a Doctrine of French Policy by Alexandre Kojeve, 

trans. Erik de Vries. (Palo Alto: Hoover Institution, [1945] 2002). Kojève’s belief was that the State, to be politically 

viable, must rest on a “vast imperial union of affiliated Nations,” and that the modern state is only truly a State if it is 

an Empire. 
2 Michael Bentley, The Liberal Mind, 1914-1929 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 1. 
3 Helena Rosenblatt, The Lost History of Liberalism: From Ancient Rome to the Twenty-First Century (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press), 224. It did not necessarily start there, but perhaps slightly earlier. In 1892, Charles Gide, 

a professor at the Universities of Bordeaux and Paris, and then later at the College de France, published the book 

Principles of Political Economy. This was immediately translated for an English-speaking audience and quickly took 

hold especially throughout England and the United States. Gide’s argument was that while laissez-faire liberalism 

was exceptional at raising the station of the wealthy over older social hierarchies, it did little to manage the rest of 

society. The Franco-Prussian War, Gide argued, was not merely a defeat of the French, it was a defeat of laissez-faire 

liberalism. 
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to frame and back economic or individual liberty and, more importantly, give a direction to society. 

By the time the Second World War began, however, the liberal mind was roaring forward with an 

understanding that, against totalitarianisms, their non-dogmatic imaginary would win the day. 

Liberal internationalism, using the power of the state to uphold liberal principles, ascended rapidly. 

It was a liberalism which was explicitly global. It was also a liberalism which saw itself in a new 

relationship with Catholics—largely from shared, conciliar commitments.  

 Before the Church instituted its conciliar turn at the Second Vatican Council, the 

emergence of globalism forged a new relationship between Catholics and liberals as a response to 

the shared threat of totalitarianism and desire for European integration.4 Where in the nineteenth 

century, liberalism and Catholicism were, apart from the rare exceptional personality, strictly at 

odds, they found common ground in the twentieth.5 Through the influence of thinkers such as 

Jacques Maritain and Luigi Sturzo on the Founding Fathers of Europe, we see the development of 

this relationship in shared commitments to pluralism, democracy, and an opposition to empire. 

The development of Europe after the Second World War rested on a fundamental commitment to 

integration, both political and economic, grounded in council-authority. The conciliar framework 

of postwar Europe was designed in part to balance powers separated and distinct in a new paradigm 

aimed at not just state and economic integration, but the prospect of global integration wherein 

particularities are represented and power is shared. Globalism, in these ways, is a theory of 

integration, remaking order based in the inherited propositions of the conciliar theory. The 

 
4 On the Church’s relationship with Nazi Germany, see: Mark Riebling, Church of Spies: The Pope’s Secret War 

Against Hitler (New York: Basic Books, 2016). 
5 On this subject, see: James Chappel, Catholic Modern: The Challenge of Totalitarianism and the Remaking of the 

Church (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018).; cf. Thomas Albert Howard, The Pope and the Professor: Pius 

IX, Ignaz von Döllinger, and the Quandary of the Modern Age (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017); Hughes 

Félicité Robert de Lamennais, Lamennais: A Believer’s Revolutionary Politics, eds. Sylvain Milbach and Richard 

Lebrun, trans. Richard Lebrun (London: Brill, 2018).; Hughes Félicité Robert de Lamennais, Essay on Indifference in 

Matters of Religion (Paris, 1817). 
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propositions which defined the conciliar theory, such as a paradigm of power-sharing, an 

affirmation of diversity-in-unity, and an opposition to superordinate power are transmuted into a 

paradigm of democracy, an affirmation of pluralism, and an opposition to empire. These three 

transmuted concepts constitute globalism.6  

 The conciliar influence in the twentieth century is not as explicit as it is in times past. 

Unlike the transition from the Middle Ages to early modernity, conciliarity is not appealed to as a 

critique of superordinate power centers to reorder society. In the twentieth century, many of the 

advances which were made in those previous developments are taken as normative. The separation 

of powers, alongside the institutional applications of that separation, is a de facto commitment of 

the liberal mind both before and after the Second World War. What is the case, however, is that 

the fear of an authority—a dictator—placing the powers in unity positions many former 

antagonists to find common ground in opposition. In the nineteenth century, there was a framework 

of power which emerged in opposition to liberalism which attempted not only to defend Old 

Regimes but even go as far as to defend the spiritual monarchy of the papacy over all nations.7 

That was rendered temporal through integral nationalism which, then, influenced the totalitarian 

 
6 This is Or Rosenboim’s definition, laid out and discussed below. 
7  Isaiah Berlin, “Joseph de Maistre and the Origins of Fascism, Crooked Timber of Humanity, 97. A further 

contextualizing quote from Berlin is that “[de Maistre] is a Catholic reactionary, a scholar and an aristocrat— français, 

catholique, gentilhomme—outraged alike by the doctrines and acts of the French Revolution, opposed in equal 

firmness to rationalism and empiricism, liberalism, technocracy and egalitarian democracy, hostile to secularism and 

all forms of non-denominational, non-institutional religion, a powerful, retrograde figure, deriving his faith and his 

method from the Church Fathers and the teaching of the Jesuit order.” Both quotes are from the same page.; cf. Richard 

A. Lebrun, “Joseph de Maistre and Edmund Burke: A Comparison,” in Joseph de Maistre’s Life, Thought, and 

Influence, ed. Richard A. Lebrun (Ontario: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2001), 162. Richard Lebrun is one of 

de Maistre’s primary biographers and curators in the English language and it is to him many are indebted, even 

including Isaiah Berlin. Against the common tide of earlier scholarship, Lebrun pulled de Maistre out of obscurity as 

a “queer oddity” and demonstrated his broader influence. In this particular essay, Lebrun argues that though de Maistre 

has similarities with Burke in their reactions to the 1789 revolution, they are significantly different in other ways. The 

conservatism of Burke is to Lebrun, as we believe as well, a different kind of thought pattern than de Maistre 

altogether. Their lumping together is merely an anomaly attempting to situate the origins of conservatism as such 

contra the events of 1789. 
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turn providing the pretext for this new common ground.8 What the conciliar theory does in this 

period is not, then, challenge a superordinate monarchy in order to separate powers; it was instead 

an implicit aspect of the position both liberals and the Catholics finding common ground, 

facilitating the emergence of globalism as a theory of integration. To remake society after the 

defeat of the imperial totalitarian nationalisms in the Second World War, many of these 

assumptions—especially how to balance unity and diversity—were apparent and present. 

Globalism is then, at least initially, the fruit of the conciliar theory framing the already separated 

powers as needing reintegration to uphold diversity through a commitment to pluralism, a defense 

of shared-power, and an opposition to empire—a superordinate power suppressing particularities. 

This would frame the new order.  

 There was, at the onset of the Second World War, a sense of a ‘makeable society’—

something which never existed before yet was coming into view. On the 21st of February 1938, 

Neville Chamberlain went to Munich to appeal to Adolf Hitler alongside Édouard Daladier, who 

returned to power that year.9 Though the Munich appeasement is well known for its failures and 

as a watershed moment before the Second World War, it would help invigorate a sense of what 

‘world order’ was in the first place. A few months after, at the Royal Institute of International 

Affairs in London, there was a panel discussion on the concept of world order. The keynote 

speaker, Lionel Curtis, argued that the main characteristic of the modern world was an increasing 

interdependency between nation-states and peoples not only around Europe, but the entire world. 

He said, “What one small country, a Serbia or Czechoslovakia, does or leaves undone instantly 

 
8 Charles Maurras, “For a French Awakening,” in Charles Maurras, The Future of the Intelligentsia & For a French 

Awakening, ed. and trans. Alexander Jacob (London: Arktos, 2016), 75.; cf. Charles Maurras, “On the Four 

Confederate States,” in Dictionnaire politique et critique, Five Volumes, (Paris, 1932-33). 
9 On the 6th of February 1934, antiparliamentarians organized by multiple nationalist groups such as Charles Maurras’ 

Action Française rioted to remove Édouard Daladier from power. Daladier, then Prime Minister of France, would 

resign after a little over a week in office on February 9th. 
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affects the whole of human society.”10 Adding to this, Curtis said that in spite of the fact that 

“socially and economically human society is now one closely integrated unit,” political ordering 

reflected fragmentation rather than unity. Curtis’ conclusion to his address left him saying, 

I am now convinced that a world commonwealth embracing all nations and kindreds and 

tongues is the goal at which we must aim before we can hope to move to a higher plane of 

civilisation. Indeed, I will now go so far as to say that unless we conceive that goal in time, 

and take steps to approach it, our present stage of civilisation is doomed to collapse. I am 

sure that a world government is the ultimate goal we shall reach. I am equally sure that its 

structure can only be built little by little, bit by bit. And I strongly suspect that the first step 

is by far the most difficult. 

A world government’s creation being so difficult, Curtis believed, was because “the world is 

obsessed by nationalism. That national States are the last word in political construction is an almost 

universal assumption.”11 Curtis, one of the founders of the Royal Institute of International Affairs, 

was expressing a dream and vision, as well as a fear, common to his era. H.G. Wells, a member of 

the Fabian Society of socialists, published his own vision of world order under the title The New 

World Order (1940).12 Certainly, as it was the milieu of the time, Europe and the world was already 

engaged in the Second World War, which would thereafter change the political and economic 

landscape. Or Rosenboim in The Emergence of Globalism points at that sense of a ‘new world’ 

emerging conceptually if not in deed precisely at that time. By analyzing a Google Ngram (a 

complicated term-search) of the twentieth century English publications, there is a provable and 

significant rise in the interest in the term ‘world order’ from 1940 reaching a peak in 1945, 

particularly impacted by the Second World War.13 Rosenboim says, “the fundamental problem of 

 
10 Lionel Curtis, ‘World Order’, International Affairs 18 (1939): 301-320. 
11 Curtis, ‘World Order’, 308. 
12 H.G. Wells, The New World Order. Whether it is Attainable and How it can be Attained and What Sort of a World 

a World at Peace will have to Be (Orkos Press, [1940] 2014).  
13 Or Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism: Visions of World Order in Britain and the United States, 1939–1950 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017), 2. Rosenboim’s text has been indispensable for the arguments made 

throughout this chapter. Though we build on her general research, that research is heavily leaned upon at times. 
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ordering and reordering the world after a devastating conflict seemed a worthy preoccupation for 

many… the destabilizing war was perceived not only as a menacing prospect of doom, but also as 

an opportunity to question and redefine the fundamental categories of politics.” 14  Though 

questions of technology, economy, culture, and indeed political interdependency and 

connectedness were central the main problem was a relatively new one: the concept of the ‘global’.  

 Globalism is distinct from a concept of the global. It is not precisely the same thing as 

globalization, though some scholars hold them synonymous or conterminous in their 

development.15 Many who try to outline the contours of globalism itself are divided on what 

globalism is and how it relates to the globe, both as a concept and a spatial reality. Like those who 

academically study nationalism, many of the same debates occur in framing the category 

‘globalism’ as distinct from either globalization or the spatial globe.16 Modernists believe, like 

with nationalism and the nation-state, that globalism and the concept of the ‘globe’ are necessarily 

interlinked. One cannot be a globalist, by this definition, before the Age of Discovery with its 

awareness or discovery of the material fact of the globe. Among the opposition to modernists, a 

popular notion is that the concept of the globe is more akin to the concept of the whole—what 

Christians called the Oikoumene. To Christians and theorists of this sort, globalism is more akin 

to a universalism and it indeed predates the “discovery” of the globe. Though universalism is a 

quality of all variant “Universal Empires,” globalism of the modern sort—the sort which would 

develop in the twentieth century—pertains specifically to actual global institutions. And, while 

one might point to the United Nations or the financial system which would for the first time be 

 
14 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 2. 
15  On this, see the neoliberal school of defining globalism: Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye, Power and 

Interdependence: World Politics in Transition (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1989), 23–24.; cf. Joseph Nye, 

“Globalism versus Globalization,” The Globalist. (15 April 2002). Retrieved 27 October 2014.” 
16 For alternative theories on globalism, see: Paul James, Globalism, Nationalism, Tribalism: Bringing Theory Back 

In (SAGE Publishing, 2006), 22. 
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global in that era, one must also recognize that this kind of globalism also applies to the Church.  

 The kind of globalism which Rosenboim is outlining, and which she suggests is the origin 

of globalism as such, is one which could have only arisen after not only the discovery of the globe 

but also the fact of global interconnectedness. Thus, not even during the Age of Discovery could 

such a thing exist. It could only exist after the emergence of global cooperation and the emergence 

of the global economy through the globalization of market capitalism. Globalism, in her account 

of those described as globalists, is a phenomenon which arises in the interwar period and flourishes 

during and after the Second World War. Already by 1945, global trade had been a fact as well as 

mass mobilization of military in armed conflict spanning across oceans. The world, at this point, 

was in fact global conceptually and materially. But globalism at this point meant many different 

things. Rosenboim says, “the multifaceted, flexible character of the idea of the global enhanced its 

appeal but also highlighted its weaknesses. There was no one ‘global’ ideology, no single 

definition of the ‘global’ political sphere.”17 To understand the trends within globalism in this 

period, she draws out three descriptions of it which are helpful as they ultimately apply to both 

postwar liberal governments and the Church of the Second Vatican Council.  

 First, globalism is the alternative to empire. She describes the newness of the liberal’s 

postwar order as something which emerges out of what she calls the ‘imperial world order’ 

established by the European powers. At the end of the Great War, the empires of Old Europe had 

all but collapsed. By 1945, she says, “the new empires in potentia, Germany, Italy, and Japan were 

defeated.”18 Though there were fears that the United States and Soviet Union would become even 

newer empires, the concept of the ‘global’ offered a check on the older ‘imperial world order’ 

made up of the national empires in the Metternich system. She explains that though the political 

 
17 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 6. 
18 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 6. 
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experience of empire was not readily ‘expunged from the international public sphere’, things were 

changing. While empire had an influence on the liberal internationalism and interventionism of 

the League of Nations and the United Nations, many midcentury thinkers were seeking an 

alternative to the imperial order defined by national empires (or empires in potentia). This was 

certainly exemplified in Reinhold Niebuhr’s postwar The Structure of Nations and Empires.19 

Rosenboim points out that thinkers such as Owen Lattimore and Barbara Wootten, for example, 

were clearly opposed to empire and offered it as the fundamental antagonism to the new 

international order being constructed. British liberals specifically were champions of this ‘global’ 

versus ‘empire’ antagonism, directly responding to the fact of their own imperial decay. 

Rosenboim says, “thus, the globalist ideology sought to elaborate an alternative defining principle 

of world order, against the exploitative, unequal political space of empire.”20  

 Though liberal internationalists in the interwar period were deeply indebted to and 

seemingly trapped by the concept of empire, things changed after the Second World War. The 

second element of globalism which Rosenboim outlines is a direct and critical concern with the 

future of democracy. To the liberal internationalists of the postwar period, it was nearly impossible 

to predict the long-term survival of democracy. They had already seen how democracy was 

weaponized in the Nazi regime and how it was frequently used to bolster socialist regimes 

elsewhere. To the liberal internationalist, Rosenboim suggests, democracy needed to be regional, 

transnational, federal, or global rather than strictly relying on the function and stability of the 

traditional nation-state. Democracy, to them, could not function if limited strictly to the realm of 

the nation-state. Democracy, framed as such, is liberal and can transcend the nation-state. Thus, a 

 
19 Reinhold Niebuhr, The Structure of Nations and Empires: A Study of the Recurring Patterns and Problems of the 

Political Order in Relation to the Unique Problems of the Nuclear Age (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1959), 

146. 
20 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 7.  



192 

 

concept of the ‘global’ was necessary not only in the abstract, but in the material institutional 

sense. She says, “this required reconceptualizing the basic values commonly associated with 

democracy: equality, inclusion in the political community, political participation,” and further, 

what she says was the greatest challenge for all of these liberals, “a new global political subject.”21 

This was not merely a new social imaginary, it was a new global imaginary.  

 The third and final element of globalism was a commitment to pluralism. Pluralism is a 

conception between the dichotomy of Unity versus Diversity. It is a positive affirmation of 

Diversity, committed to Diversity-in-Unity. In other words, it is not strictly an affirmation of 

diversity as such; rather, it is an affirmation of diversity being a part of the whole. This is where 

questions of culture, religion, and indeed politics come about. To most of these liberals, economics 

was off the table—capitalism was practically hegemonic. She says, “the existing condition of 

political and moral diversity should, [these liberals suggested] acquire a normative expression in 

the new global order.”22 That said, Rosenboim notes that most of these liberals had a very difficult 

time actually defending pluralism in the global context. Rather, what happened more often than 

not, they could not reconcile the universal with a commitment to pluralism and devolved or 

relapsed into a strict defense of western moral and political values against others. That said, 

pluralism, a commitment to democracy, and a concept of the global as opposed to empire were all 

practically normative features of globalism. Jacques Maritain is an exemplar of this kind of 

globalism committed to pluralism, Rosenboim argues. In this shared commitment to pluralism, 

promoted through conciliar-authority, there is a real sense that Catholicism influenced the 

emergence of globalism.  

 The crisis of liberalism throughout the early twentieth century facilitated a wide range of 

 
21 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 8.  
22 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 9.  
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responses. Globalism was a de facto framework for those who rejected the power of antiglobal 

nationalism and the ability democratic regimes had at facilitating it. Though liberal 

internationalism would remain the dominant strand immediately after the Second World War, 

neoliberalism emerged as a counter-vision which challenged Catholic, socialist, and 

internationalist conceptions of the common good especially pertaining to the primacy of the state 

over the economy in matters of social order. Quinn Slobodian says the “Geneva School neoliberals 

offered a blueprint for globalism based on institutions of multitiered governance that are insulated 

from democratic decision making and charged with maintaining the balance between the political 

world of imperium and the economic world of dominium.”23 As with the early modern period, the 

separation of political regimes (States) from economies—a product of the conciliar theory—this 

distinction remains consistent as liberalism is dominant, no matter the variant. The globalism of 

these neoliberals was not one which pursued the “obliteration of politics” as many of the modern 

commentators suggest.24 The Geneva School, wherein neoliberalism emerged, was not opposed to 

politics whatsoever. It was concerned with what Slobodian describes as encasement—making sure 

that everything was in place and understood its dynamic with the other, so the dynamic between 

Economy and State could function rightly. For this reason, Slobodian further describes their 

philosophy as one which is—though it is neoliberalism—Ordoglobalism.    

 These neoliberal ordoglobalists, Slobodian suggests, were “haunted by two puzzles” across 

the twentieth century: first, the problem of democracy, given democracy’s capacity to destroy 

itself; and second, how to handle nations, given nationalism’s capacity to “disintegrate the 

 
23 Quinn Slobodian, Globalists: The End of Empire and the Birth of Neoliberalism (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 2018), 12. Slobodian’s text has been very influential in framing our understanding of neoliberalism as a struggle 

between imperium and dominium, lending further credibility to the general distinction which has been operative by 

critics and theorists of liberalism since Samuel Pufendorf. On this distinction, see Chapter 3. 
24 Slobodian, Globalists, 16. This is discussed more in Chapter 5. 
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world.”25 Democracy can quickly become illiberal and self-annihilate. Many, especially after the 

democratic victory of Adolf Hitler in Germany, believed democracy needed to be contained. 

Democracy, to the neoliberal ordoglobalists, was a confrontation at the heart of the neoliberal 

project. According to Slobodian, on the one hand neoliberals embraced democracy as providing a 

peaceful mechanism for political change and a space for the slower evolutionary march of that 

change which would be beneficial towards stability. This slow change, obviously, would benefit 

economic power as it would less quickly rupture the economy itself. But on the other hand, 

democracy often “bore the seed of destruction for the totality.”26 Wilhelm Röpke, reflecting on 

this problem, said in 1942 that “a nation may beget its own barbarian invaders” through democracy 

itself.27 Precisely for that reason, there needed to be some measure of constraint.  

 Beyond the challenge of democracy was the challenge of nationalism and, indeed, the very 

concept of the nation based on the Westphalian sovereign-state model. The nation-state was useful, 

according to the ordoglobalists, because it was a container and a stabilizer. But like democracy, 

nationalism bore its own seed of destruction, requiring constraint. Neoliberals, according to 

Slobodian, believed in what could be called a ‘militant globalism’, or using Jan-Werner Mueller’s 

term, a ‘constrained nationalism’ turned global. This militant globalism or constrained nationalism 

was that there needed to be a set of institutional safeguards and legal constraints guaranteeing a 

prevention of nation-states from transgressions “against the world economic order.” 28  These 

neoliberal ordoglobalists, then, were not seeking to abolish State power itself; rather, they were 

proponents of encasement of state power guaranteeing the world economy could survive, as was 

 
25 Slobodian, Globalists, 13.  
26 Slobodian, Globalists, 14.  
27 Slobodian, Globalists, 14.; cf. Wilhelm Röpke, International Economic Disintegration (London: William Hodge 

and Co., 1942), 241. 
28 Slobodian, Globalists, 15. 
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on everyone’s mind at the time, a world war. Militant globalism of the neoliberal type was not 

seeking a displacement of national states but would use them as an instrument to guarantee the 

function of the world economy which mattered to everyone, especially them. This would be the 

type of framing which lingered in the background as liberal internationalists and Catholic 

globalists developed a theory of integration aimed at an international order. It would also be the 

primary point of separation between Catholic globalists from liberalism after Vatican II.   

 Neoliberalism, though dominant in the later twentieth century, was still by far weaker in 

the first half than liberal internationalism. In the 1940’s generally, taken both in the United States 

and the United Kingdom, there was a marked shift within liberal internationalism which set up a 

dialectical tension. It would lead from a moralistic to a technocratic style within liberalism. For 

different reasons than neoliberals who rejected Wellsian socialistic scientism, liberal 

internationalists rejected the scientistic thinking of the Fabians and turned towards faith.29 The 

Wellsian conception of social design based on the expertise of scientists, engineers, and 

technicians had lost its appeal during and after the Second World War but would return soon.30 

Rosenboim believes that after the invention of the atomic bomb and the tangible threat of nuclear 

annihilation, the role of science—and of scientistic economism or central planning—took on a new 

role. Reinhold Niebuhr, following upon the paradigm of a Rights-centered liberalism that had 

dominated the period immediately prior to and concurrent with the war commented upon Charles 

Edward Merriam’s Systematic Politics saying, “the talk of establishing a genuine community 

within the framework of a technical civilisation is more difficult… than the author assumes.”31 

 
29 This refers to a shift away from the thought of the Fabian socialists, most notably H.G. Wells. 
30 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 239. 
31 Reinhold Niebuhr, “Dr. Merriam Sums Up,” Nation (13 October 1945), 380. Quoted in Rosenboim.; cf. Charles 

Edward Merriam, Systematic Politics, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1945). Interestingly, influential 

Medievalist Otto von Gierke was one of Merriam’s mentors. From von Gierke, it could reasonably be assumed that 

one of the base logics adopted in Systematic Politics could be a search for a ‘kernel’ in a civilization, adapted from 
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Instead, Niebuhr advocated, there needed to be a sense of integration amongst not only the nations 

of the world—as was indeed the belief of H.G. Wells and the scientistic utopians—but also 

between science, faith, and politics which was aimed at restoring faith in the value of human life 

after the calamitous events. The moral framing of rights-talk in liberalism helped situate a broader 

understanding for, in the words of Rosenboim, a “turn to a global political order based on moral 

universalism embodied [in] an effort to reformulate the defence of liberty on a global scale.”32 By 

the 1950’s and 60’s, there would be a definitive return towards technocratic (developed from early 

scientism), anti-utopian thinking. After that shift within liberal internationalism, neoliberals would 

continue unflinchingly along the technocratic path still to this day. That, precisely, is what Vatican 

II would start to oppose in explicit language. The common ground tactic of opposing shared threats 

had, especially with technocracy, limits.  

 In this brief turn to faith, which helped situate the moral framing of liberalism in human 

rights, we see an intensified inner logic to liberal internationalism. Liberal internationalists, 

especially those of Franklin Roosevelt and Reinhold Niebuhr’s ilk, situated this process as the 

historical outcome of “Western Civilization” itself; and more than just western civilization, it was 

the historical outcome of Judeo-Christian-Roman culture. Naturally, as the problem between 

universality and particularism is central to the western mindset, Rosenboim is right to note that 

this very specificity of the historical and culture in effect already undermines its universality.33 

Imperial particularism was always universalism’s “original paradox.”34 That would, ultimately, be 

a central claim anti-western thinkers would make about this type of liberal internationalism later 

 
Otto von Gierke’s framework discussed throughout this dissertation. This is what Niebuhr is essentially critiquing 

Merriam for, suggesting any civilization is more complicated. 
32 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 240. 
33 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 240. 
34  Emmanuelle Jouannet, “Universalism and Imperialism: The True-False Paradox of International Law?” The 

European Journal of International Law 18 No. 3 (2007): 379-407. 
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on through, for example, the Frankfurt School. Rights-talk—human rights as conceived by liberal 

internationalists—is the moral framework of liberal internationalism in general. Rosenboim is 

saying that by the end of the war, there is an impulse towards state and economic integration which 

underpins all talk of values, including rights. And, as a result, their “real essence was a Western-

centered humanism.”35 Rights were perhaps the most critical feature of that humanism with respect 

to the sacerdotal framework of the liberal’s global social imaginary, but the heart of it is the 

synthetic, integrationist quality of humanism itself. Integrating powers through institutions was 

the key.  

 This kind of humanism was not strictly limited to liberals like Franklin Roosevelt or those 

adjacent to liberalism, such as Niebuhr. Catholic fraternalists—those who opposed Charles 

Maurras’ integral nationalism—were also at the forefront of defining the relationship of 

democracy, rights, and the balance between moral universalism and political diversity.36 Two 

influential Catholic advocates for a turn to rights were France’s Jacques Maritain and Italy’s Luigi 

Sturzo. Responding to the nationalisms rising throughout Europe, they turned to sources which 

were rooted in liberalism, Catholic social teaching, and in the case of Sturzo, socialism. The turn 

to the ‘Person’ as the political subject of democratic society, something both of whom believed 

was made necessary through Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical Aeterni Patris (1879), was their way of 

grounding rights outside of the framework of constitutions or states and indeed outside of 

liberalism itself. The person was the sociopolitical agent and the person, made up of a web of 

intricate and complex sociopolitical relationships, was a larger and more basic subject than the 

‘individual’—something both Sturzo and Maritain saw as a direct counter to liberal conceptions 

 
35 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 240. 
36 James Chappel, Catholic Modern: The Challenge of Totalitarianism and the Remaking of the Church, (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2018), 11-16. 
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of rights or even democratic politics. This distinction between person and individual helped cast 

their Catholic politics as separate from liberal internationalism, though thoroughly engaged with 

it aimed at finding common ground with them.  

 For both Maritain and Sturzo, the human person was endowed by nature with universal 

rights. By 1943, Maritain described human rights (which were universal) as the right to life, 

personal freedom in responsibility to God and the community, the right to private ownership of 

material property, the right to association, marriage, and family, as well as the personal freedom 

in responsibility to God and the common good. This complex set of rights, defined in Rights and 

Man and Natural Law (1943), is based largely on Maritain’s commitment to Thomism as the 

ground of understanding the human as a social and political animal; a creature that is not merely 

active in the city and in political life, but again, a sociopolitical person who is bound to community 

and the common good, from womb to tomb. To Maritain, the concept of the human person was 

bound to the political idea of universal human rights and it was grounded in natural dignity prior 

to the state and any political order.37 Samuel Moyn has argued that Maritain’s conception of the 

relationship of universal human rights to the person rather than any sense of state makes him one 

of the first proponents of universal human rights, defined beyond the revolutionary eighteenth 

century conceptions and prior to their settlement in the 1948 UN Universal Declaration. While 

some may mistake Maritain as a liberal, he is instead taking liberalism as informative, and mining 

Catholic tradition to render that information sensible and Catholic. This is a tremendous difference 

which is often misunderstood by both friendly and antagonistic readers alike.  

 
37  Samuel Moyn, “The Human Person and the Reformulation of Conservatism,” in Christian Human Rights 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 82, 65-100.; cf. Marco Duranti, ‘Conservatives and the 

European Convention on Human Rights,’ in Toward a New Moral World Order. Menschenrechtspolitik und 

Volkerrecht seit 1945, ed. Nobert Frei and Annette Weinke (Weimar: Wallstein Verlag, 2013), 82-93.;  Marco Duranti, 

The Conservative Human Rights Revolution: European Identity, Transnational Politics, and the Origins of the 

European Convention (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
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 For Luigi Sturzo, the problem was not primarily about the priority of persons to states—

though it was about that also—but it was about how history can teach us some fundamental lessons 

which prove the necessity of universal human rights. This was later a theme in the writings of Pope 

John Paul II.38 In La Societa[:] Sua natura e leggi, Sturzo positions historicism—his own personal 

school of thought—as “the systematic conception of history as a human process, which realises 

itself through immanent forces united with rationality, but emerges from and aims at an absolute 

transcendental goal.”39 Historicism for certain Catholics had been an important development away 

from both liberal conceptions of time guided by Progress and meaning in time as revealing 

Progress’ aims but also away from Catholics leaning on history for ultramontane apologetics 

defending a monarchically framed order. Divine law grounded Sturzo’s thoughts and his 

conception of natural order (and therefore political order) but this sense of divinity was not his 

main concern. He was, instead, interested in the historical evolution of morality and ideas through 

what Rosenboim calls, “the constant interaction between the person and the political society.”40 

Sturzo then had two basic lessons to draw from which were historical, operating out of this 

dynamic. First, history provided valuable lessons on humanity because human nature is essentially 

unchanged; and second, there are an endless variety of constantly contested political models which 

have come and gone over time.41 Therefore, the need for democracy and human rights was not 

only because of their validity in nature; it was fundamentally that democracy—as the activity of 

 
38 Pope John Paul II, Memory and Identity: Conversations at the Dawn of a Millennium, (New York: Rizzoli, 2005), 

4; 14. History serves as a lesson for humanity, demonstrated especially in twentieth century conflict. 
39 Or Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 250. Quoted in Rosenboim; cf. Luigi Sturzo, La Societa. Sua natura 

e leggi (1935), repr., Opera Omnia 3 (Bologna: Zanichelli, 1953). Rosenboim adds that the Italian philosopher, 

Benedetto Croce, who developed the idea of ‘absolute historicism’ rejected the concept of Sturzo, whom he considered 

a “dilettante” rather than a philosopher. Sturzo, in response, accused Croce of avoiding true value judgments in history 

but welcomed Croce’s “rapprochement” with Christianity in Italy and the New World Order, 210-211. 
40 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 250. 
41 Francesco Traniello, ‘Sturzo e il problema storico della democrazia in Italia’ in Guccione, Luigi Sturzo e la 

democrazia nella prospettiva del terzo millennio, 55. 
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the human person politically—upheld universal human rights grounded in nature and granted by 

God in the midst of so much political change. To Maritain and Sturzo, democracy was not 

synonymous with liberalism. Rather, democracy is something prior to and bigger than liberalism.  

 Jacques Maritain, though influenced by counterrevolutionaries, did not situate the essential 

problem with modernity through a disruption in the Reformation. To him, the first major rupture 

to the tradition normative in the Middle Ages was Atlantic republicanism, commonly called 

Machiavellianism. This was also an historical reading developed by John Paul II in his late 

papacy.42 References to Machiavelli in Maritain’s writing, Or Rosenboim argues, emphasizes the 

close link between his communitarian pluralism as a vision for world order and his general 

argument about the need for said world order to be inspired by and infused with Catholic 

principles. During the Second World War, Maritain on September 26th, 1941 delivered a lecture 

on ‘The Place of Ethics in Social Science’ at the University of Chicago. Other speakers at the 

symposium included Hutchins, R.H. Tawney, and Charles McIlwain. Later published as ‘The End 

of Machiavellianism’, the lecture discussed the historical reality of totalitarianism in their era as a 

modern form of Machiavellianism. This was arguably a development in his own thinking beyond 

A New Christendom (1936), which argued for a reinterpretation of Sacrum Imperium, in opposition 

to other forms of totalitarianism. To win against the rise of totalitarian states, Maritain argued that 

democracies should engage in a new form of politics which adopted something alternative to 

benign, weak forms of Machiavellianism in their place. He said, “If for the time being absolute 

Machiavellianism is to be crushed, and I hope so, it will only be because what remains of Christian 

 
42 Pope John Paul II, Memory and Identity: Conversations at the Dawn of a Millennium (New York: Rizzoli, 2005), 

42. In bringing about the good through human freedom in history, John Paul II notes there have been several historical 

deviations that changed the trajectory of human society. The three he notes are Renaissance Machiavellianism, and 

the social utilitarianisms—one based on class (Marxism) and one based on nationalism (national socialism and 

fascism). But he does not say that history is over as soon as these fell, first the social utilitarianism based on nationalism 

and then based on class. Specifically, John Paul II makes the point that “once these two systems had fallen in Europe, 

the societies affected, especially in the former Soviet bloc, faced the problem of liberalism.” 
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civilization will have been able to oppose it with the principle of political justice integrally 

recognized, and to proclaim to the world the very end of Machiavellianism.”43  

 This notion helps us situate how Catholic fraternalists perceived their position in the midst 

of the end of the War and immediately prior to the Second Vatican Council. Rather than arguing 

the Catholic church, and by extension all Christian civilization, should engage in a soft-

totalitarianism, the Church should, instead, refuse it all together. Rather than adopt the imperial 

model once again, as he argued in A New Christendom, the Church and all of Christian civilization 

should counter it with something new. Thus, rather than a new Christendom, what was needed was 

a strong federal international system and a Global Church—distinct, working in harmony. It was 

more a renewal of a certain interpretation of Christendom than a true novelty. To Maritain, 

especially during the Second World War, he supported federalism, as did Sturzo. For Maritain, the 

center of political order had to be focused on justice. Political justice was based on his Thomistic 

interpretation of the common good. In the lecture he further explained this by saying, “[the] 

common good is at once material, intellectual and moral, and principally moral, as man is; it is a 

common good of human persons. Therefore, it is only something useful, an ensemble of 

advantages and profits, it is essentially something good in itself—what the Ancients termed bonum 

honestum. Justice and civic friendship are its cement.”44 Rosenboim believes that this is evidence, 

beyond his own articulations pro-federalism, that Federation as a political model offers something 

particularly important in countering Machiavellianism: Federations privilege, at least in theory, 

the common good over particular and even competitive or hostile national interests.45 They uphold 

pluralism, defend democracy, and are inherently opposed to empire as classically conceived.  

 
43 Jacques Maritain, “The End of Machiavellianism,” Review of Politics 4, No. 1 (1942), 31. 
44 Maritain, “The End of Machiavellianism,” 10. 
45 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 260. 
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 Luigi Sturzo, on the other hand, approached this problem from a more political and less 

philosophical angle.46 He was, after all, a Vice-Mayor from 1905-1920 and made Senator for Life 

in 1952 until he died in 1959. His approach was rooted in his sense of political agonism, something 

which was arguably designed to counter the then-popular Carl Schmitt’s sense of a friend-enemy 

antagonism.47 Where Schmitt saw the antagonism as necessarily destructive of the Other, Sturzo’s 

agonism held them in tension but still ultimately together. This distinction is critical. Sturzo’s 

notion of what federalism offered as a counter to Machiavellianism is it resisted imperial impulses 

that the totalitarian states held and, in turn, maintained the freedom of small states. Not in any 

effort to defend the prewar status quo, Rosenboim observes, Sturzo in wartime argued the political 

logic of geopolitical visions of world order disregarded the interests of small states. Against the 

world system of small states and large empires balanced by treaties—something which 

characterized the prewar imperial world order—Sturzo believed regional federations were a solid 

basis for the “New World Order,” a term he in fact used.48 In a move seemingly predicting the 

fault-lines of a moving-towards-federated Europe, Sturzo argues specifically that Russia and the 

United Kingdom are indispensable in the regional Federation which would encapsulate continental 

Europe. They were the most disintegrated in the previous centuries and, thus, needed the most 

attention for integration. These were key elements of the ‘New’ or ‘Coming World Order’.49  

 
46 For some of Sturzo’s key texts, see: Luigi Sturzo, The International Community and the Right of War (New York: 

Howard Fertig, [1929] 1970); Luigi Sturzo, Church and State (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press [1939] 

1962); Luigi Sturzo, Italy and the New World Order (London: Macdonald and Co, 1945); Luigi Sturzo, Nationalism 

and Internationalism (New York: Roy Publishers, 1946). 
47 For an overview on Carl Schmitt’s political framework, see: Samuel Moyn, “Concepts of the Political in Twentieth-

Century European Thought,” in The Oxford Handbook of Carl Schmitt, eds. Jens Meierhenrich and Oliver Simons 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 291-311. 
48 Luigi Sturzo, “‘Geopolitik’ e ‘realpolitik’ contro i piccoli stati,” Il Mondo, June 1942, reprint in La mia battaglia 

da New York, 64-68. 
49 Interestingly, Italy and the New World Order has been variously translated to ‘New World Order’ and ‘Coming 

World Order’ implying the term is reflecting the common parlance of the time (New World Order) and also something 

closer to what he actually meant. 
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 Sturzo, in agreement with Maritain, denounced Machiavelli as a precursor of their 

contemporary wartime and interwar totalitarianism. Sturzo, unlike Maritain, believed that 

Machiavellianism had one merit in theory: highlighting conflict at the center of politics.50 Politics, 

for Sturzo, focused on temporal and historical relations. And, as it was thoroughly human, politics 

was characterized by diversity and disagreement. Sturzo saw antagonisms everywhere: Church 

and State; democracy and plutarchy or oligarchy; chaos and order; liberty and bondage; and, of 

course, universalism and particularism characterizing the essence of a need for Catholicity.51 

Machiavellian politics, to Sturzo, was effective at preserving political energies in a social order 

focused on conflict or combat. But unlike Machiavelli, Sturzo saw Christianity as something which 

could effectively mitigate these issues and channel them towards some sense of harmony. That 

was the key to the agonism versus antagonism distinction. Federal democracy was, then, the best 

model at making this harmony more permanent and stable. Harmony and stability were goals.  

 For both Sturzo and Maritain, challenging the totalitarianism of the political order before, 

during, and after the Second World War, arose out of their lived experience. Both of them were 

exiles and managed to speak politically in a non-native land. The idea of a native land was 

something which in a very real way was taken away from them due to the political circumstances. 

For these men, they saw at the core of their vision of world order and the reason for social decay 

a turning away from the foundations of Christian civilization—something which was normative to 

them (theoretically and actually) for centuries prior. To counter that collapse, not only was there a 

need for a return to religious roots, but an affirmation of federalism, democracy, and pluralism. 

Rosenboim argues that though they had notable differences and approaches, both of them can be 

 
50 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 262. 
51 Luigi Sturzo, Politca e morale, 61. Translation by Rosenboim. 
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seen as representing a position which can be called a “pluralism of fear.”52 Diversity, in this sense, 

was a ‘moralised notion’ and a ‘weapon’ in a bigger struggle against materialism, characterized 

by both communism and capitalism.53 The pluralism of fear, then, is a counter approach to the 

ideological battle between East and West or communist and capitalist, situating them as potential 

founders of a third pole in the ideological confrontation which characterized the short twentieth 

century. It is a model which centers negatives and attempts to build out a positive vision contra 

what Pope John Paul II would later describe as economistic imperial blocs.54  

 In the 1940’s, Sturzo and Maritain, but more-so Sturzo, were focused on fascism as the 

primary enemy of the Church and the world order. Mussolini himself accused Sturzo of ‘black 

bolshevism’ for attempting to synthesize Catholicism with an amended socialism.55 Sturzo was 

opposed to communism but not for its broader political aims, nor its economic ones; rather, he 

opposed communism for its atheism, materialism, and authoritarianism which were inherently 

opposed to Catholicism. This fear that Catholicism was under attack was something Sturzo held 

closely since his earlier experience in the Spanish Civil War. He said in 1936, the Spanish people 

were “spiritually abandoned and socially left prey to socialism and syndicalism and today to 

communism.”56 Maritain, like Sturzo, saw with communism a particular threat to the Church in its 

universalistic militancy. Though Maritain was at first primarily concerned with Charles Maurras’ 

integral nationalism, the anti-communist fervor of his origins never quite escaped his evolution 

towards liberality. Communism, to Maritain, was totalitarian like other imperial nationalisms.  

 Regarding its universalism, communism took what the Church did and made it exclusively 

 
52 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 269. 
53 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 269. 
54 This is discussed in Chapter 5. 
55 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 269.; cf. Gaspare Ambrosini, ‘Il Saluto dell’Istituto Luigi Sturzo’, in 

Luigi Sturzo nella storia d’Italia, ed. Francesco Malgeri, (Rome: Edizioni di storia e Letteratura, 1973), 84.  
56 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 269.; cf. Franceso Malgeri, ‘Sturzo e il Vaticano negli anni del fascismo’, 

in Malgeri, Luigi Sturzo nella Storia d’Italia, 369. 
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temporal—this was an argument which had been advanced by nineteenth century 

counterrevolutionaries critiquing socialism first and then communism after.57  Of this militant 

materialism and atheism, Maritain said, “[it] fights its own battle on the very ground upon which 

Christianity has its foundations,” namely, the spiritual or moral order itself.58 For Maritain, then, 

the answer is to respond by adopting some aspect of the communist messaging, as it was never 

outside of the realm of the Church’s mission; rather, it was temporally reversed. He said the 

response must be to recognize that persons also submit to the common good in communism, only 

temporally configured; in a challenge to this, then, persons must submit to the spiritualized 

common good, “after an irreducibly human and specific ethicosocial pattern, that is, personalist 

and communist at the same time.”59 Maritain believed fervently in what would by his enemies be 

called a “common ground tactic” as a strategy. This is not exactly the strategy of Pius IX with 

respect to liberalism, but an inner logic of the apologetic positioning was to maintain these 

innovators had deviated from the truth in errors.60 They could, realizing error, return to truth.  

 As integral nationalism challenged Maritain and Italian fascism challenged Sturzo, the two 

were cautious advocates of non-totalizing frameworks finding the non-dogmatic approach of 

liberals amiable. Their position, however, was not precisely positive in the sense that liberal 

internationalists were. They were not, in other words, strong advocates for a system of government; 

they were, instead, critics of systems and believed in the well of the Catholic tradition as something 

which could moderate totalizing forces, including liberalism’s imperial or economizing impulses. 

After the Second World War especially, with the development of the bipolar world between liberal 

 
57 On this, see especially: Plinio Corrêa de Oliveira, Revolution and Counter-Revolution, Third Edition (Spring Grove, 

PA: The American TFP, [1959; 1976] 2008). 
58 Jacques Maritain, The Person and the Common Good, trans. John J. Fitzgerald (South Bend, IN: University of Notre 

Dame Press, [1947] 1966), 99. 
59 Maritain, The Person and the Common Good, 101. 
60 Pope Pius IX, Syllabus of Errors, §80. Allocution “Jamdudum cernimus,” March 18, 1861. 
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democracy and Soviet communism, the two were rather than becoming strong champions of the 

former over the latter, invested in promoting a third pole. Liberal states, though there were benefits 

to them, had serious issues with respect to their economizing impulse—something which could 

become totalizing if left unchecked. To both thinkers, making this clearer, the Catholic position is 

a third pole against both communism and capitalism (or fascism) as economized, materialistic, 

even atheistic challengers. The pluralism of fear that each of them presents—something that 

represents a negative for the Catholic church in a plurality of materialistic economized forms—

sets forth the logic that Catholicism offers something traditional and permanent while also 

responding to the innovative challenges of the times. This was always the position of the Church, 

only prior to the twentieth century it responded to the innovations of liberalism primarily, not those 

which would move expressly beyond liberalism and against it.   

 Because their positions were generally regarded as acceptable in the inter- and postwar 

worlds, both of them became widely influential but none more so than Maritain. At the Second 

Vatican Council, this emergent Catholic fraternalism engaged with the liberal’s order. Though it 

is never in the pluralistic democracy of Sturzo, nor in the “New Christendom” of Maritain, nor 

even more generally in any commitment to Federalism as a governmental model, their positions 

are often developed to some degree. What does happen, and happens quite clearly, is the Church 

responds to the times by positioning itself between the various materialistic economisms 

effectively taking neither side in the long run; however, like both Sturzo and Maritain, it appeared 

to be anticommunist and even plausibly favorable to liberalism in the short run. But with closer 

eyes on the developments both during and after Vatican II, it seems clear that what the Church 

does is reasserts a hierocratic paradigm through conciliarity. Thus, the Church returns to its oldest 

argument regarding states: that the moral framework informs states which govern economies.   
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 The rise of the new globalisms in the twentieth century was not one wherein neat borders 

are demarcated. True for both liberal internationalists and Catholic fraternalists such as Maritain 

and Sturzo, while the aim is unity, one cannot overly stress order or even such a concept as unity 

lest it become totalizing and, ultimately, totalitarian. It is that totalizing quality which first 

positions the Church and liberal democracies as unlikely compatriots, later bearing greater 

significance in distinction in the development of the bipolar world and rise of neoliberalism. The 

new globalisms, though having their relationship with universalisms of old, were specifically 

developed as a pathway to protect pluralism. As Pius XII said in Summi pontificatus, “A 

disposition, in fact, of the divinely sanctioned natural order divides the human race into social 

groups, nations or States, which are mutually independent in organization and in the direction of 

their internal life.” And as Pope John Paul II said, “All individuals, all nations, cultures and 

civilizations have their own part to play and their own place in God's mysterious plan and in the 

universal history of salvation.” Though liberal internationalists and the Church would have 

competing conceptions of how to do that, both of them made a mark on the social imaginary called 

today the new world order.  

POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC INTEGRATION 

 

Jacques Maritain and Catholic fraternalists turning towards federalism over the Roman imperial 

model had as much to do with a tactic of finding common ground as it did with a legitimate desire 

to integrate Europe. The concept underpinning a new Christendom was one which simply would 

not take hold and Maritain knew this. The very collapse of Christendom, according to Diarmaid 

MacCulloch, was with the end of the First World War and the disestablishment of the last Christian 

empires in Europe. Christian empire, one upholding the union of the two powers institutionally 

and a common vision as to what Christendom itself is, was not a viable model for integrating 
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Europe. Europe, at that point, was made up of nation-states and, following the First World War, 

many were party to the League of Nations ostensibly led by internationalists such as Jean 

Monnet.61 Nation-states, fundamentally, were the state model which had power in the new concert 

of European power prior to the emergence of the bipolar world between the West and the Soviet 

Union. But integrationism, championed by Catholic fraternalists and liberal internationalists alike, 

had stumbling blocks which would define the political milieu. Chief among them, given the 

competitive structure of nation-states, was the fact of nationalism and the ambition many 

nationalists had toward establishing empires, Christian or not. Thus, globalism as a de facto scope 

to the integrationist agenda was one which recognized the normativity of nation-states but further 

recognized the need for a supranational organization which could unite them in common political 

cause and economic cooperation. Given the League of Nations’ failure to stop a second major 

continental conflict, a turn towards economic integration was prioritized over state integration. 

The logic here was coal and steel could trump blood and soil—only if given enough time.  

 Christendom and Christian civilization then were evocative images that even these 

globalists would appeal to. Many of Europe’s “founding fathers,” were both liberal and Catholic, 

making their categorization within any antagonistic distinction difficult. Robert Schuman, as a 

primary example, was not precisely a Catholic fraternalist of the sort that Sturzo or Maritain were. 

Though influenced tremendously by Maritain, finding much wisdom in his writings, Schuman was 

a more practical politician and did not think the Church itself would or could be any such bedrock 

for European integration. Instead, integration would come through cooperative economic 

institutions backed by supranational organizations. Integrationism in general can be seen as 

something of an organizing principle for liberal internationalism and Catholic fraternalism, but it 

 
61 Jean Monnet was Deputy Secretary-General under Sir Eric Drummond in 1919-1923. 
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is more technically fleshed out in the former. Ben Rosamond’s Theories of European Integration 

outlines the most detailed collection of approaches to the problem from before the nineteenth 

century up until the millennium. 62  After the Second World War, an unprecedented level of 

international cooperation occurred as a conscious effort to disentangle any incentive towards war 

between nation-states. During the 1950’s in Europe, this first materialized with the European Coal 

and Steel Community (ECSC) and then later in the European Economic Community (EEC), 

ultimately paving the way for the European Community (EC) and finally the European Union 

(EU). It needed to be built in order to be integrated.   

 A question arises initially, Rosamond states, regarding how one analyzes this set of 

conditions. He asks, “is integration an economic or a political phenomenon? If it is an economic 

phenomenon, what levels of interdependence need to be achieved among a group of national 

economies for them to be described as ‘integrated’? Is the achievement of a free trade area the 

appropriate condition?”63  Or if it is political, “does political integration create the space for 

economic integration to flourish? Turning to political questions, does integration amount to the 

dissolution of national authority within a given geographical region? If this is so, does integration 

consist of the replacement of traditional structures of governance with new types of institutions 

and new forms of authority? Or is integration accomplished when a group of geographically-

adjacent states reach an accommodation—perhaps in terms of a federal union or a system of 

common security, or in terms of a widespread sharing of core values among elites and masses 

across nations?”64 Posed this way, Rosamond says we should think of integration not as a fact, but 

as a process and a desired outcome. But beyond this process, there is a required vision underpinning 

 
62 Ben Rosamond, Theories of European Integration (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000). 
63 Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, 11. 
64 Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, 11-12. 
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a social imaginary. In this case, that social imaginary is the new order specifically in Europe.  

 These questions are clearly important, as virtually every figure either on the economic and 

political side dominated the debates then as they do today. If we are to say the liberal 

internationalist’s postwar order is at least in part characterized by nation, economic, or even 

political integration—and it is—then it seems reasonable to assume some of these essential 

questions are at play prior to and in general with any prospect of integration even before 1945. 

Ernst Haas, perhaps the pre-eminent twentieth century scholar on European integration, defined 

integration itself as “the voluntary creation of larger political units involving the self conscious 

(sic) eschewal of force in relations between participating institutions,” and elsewhere as, “the 

process whereby political actors in several distinct national settings are persuaded to shift their 

loyalties, expectations and political activities toward a new center, whose institutions possess or 

demand jurisdiction over pre-existing national states. The end result of a process of political 

community, superimposed over the preexisting ones.”65 Indeed, while integration is a process, it 

is also material in that integration of this kind requires new supra- or international institutions 

wherein subordinate units (i.e. a nation-state or citizens) place their loyalty in a new center. This 

is in fact a process with a desired outcome (integration), but it requires actual institutions to bring 

about. Those institutions then facilitate the process and champion the lyrical image or social 

imaginary—in this case a unified Europe.  

 The debate in the interwar period over European integration set the stage for how it would 

ultimately be attempted after the Second World War. Though European integration is an ancient 

concept, predating Charlemagne, the wake of the First World War provided the pretext for a 

 
65  Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, 11-12.; cf. E.B. Haas, “The Study of Regional Integration: 

Reflections on the Joy and Anguish of Pretheorizing,” in European Integration: Theory and Research, eds. L.N. 

Lindberg and S.A. Schiengold (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971, 4) and Haas, The Uniting of Europe: 

Political, Social, and Economic Forces 1950-1957, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2nd ed, 1968, 16). 
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tremendous wave of activism on behalf of the idea. Rosamond says of the rise in activism, “perhaps 

the most important single intellectual intervention was Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi’s 

Paneuropa.” 66  His vision, Rosamond says, was motivated by two core propositions: on the 

positive, it was that ‘Europe’ itself was a natural entity—even spiritual as a community of blood; 

and on the negative, that if integration should not occur, the continent would rip itself even further 

apart than it had during the Great War in what Rosamond described as “nationalistic internecine 

conflict.”67 Coudenhove-Kalergi’s Paneuropa had tremendous immediate influence, although it 

would ultimately wane in favor of the functionalist theories which would emerge later. He even 

held a correspondence as friends with Cardinal Pacelli, who “made no secret of his sympathy for 

 
66 Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, 21.; cf. Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi, Pan-Europa, translated by 

Tabaré Slvagno (Vienna-Leipzig: Pan-Europa – Editions, 1923), 130. The essence of a nation, Coudenhove-Kalergi 

believes, is not at odds with European integration—a point that Schuman and other later functionalists took seriously. 

He says, “the dogma of European nationalism declares that the nations are blood communities. This dogma is a myth” 

(135). He believes, well before the rise of the totalitarian states which grew the next decade, that these nationalists do 

not even believe the myth of a blood community themselves. Coudenhove-Kalergi says, “The best proof that the 

fanatic nationalists are not consistent in practice with their myth of the race is that they try everywhere to melt by 

force in their own people the national minorities that they consider inferiors. Therefore, they are practically convinced 

that with the force and the school can be converted a German into a French, a Polish or a Czech, and vice versa, 

equally can be transformed a Magyar into a Romanian, etc.” 
67  Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, 21.; cf. Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi, Pan-Europa, 137. To 

Coudenhove-Kalergi, the theory of a blood or race community being the essence of a nation is riddled with 

contradictions. To him, the nation is a spiritual community—rooted in the mix of European peoples. Coudenhove-

Kalergi says quite clearly that nationalism is a religion, but not in the way that Hayes described. Where Hayes 

described nationalism as a religion in a way to analogize what nationalism actually is, Coudenhove-Kalergi seems 

positive on nationalism being a true religion if understood properly. Nationalism, similar to his own globalism, is 

actually theological in its content. He says, “the true nationalism religion consists in the cult of heroes. A people feel 

united through their common heroes, that tries to imitate, through their ideals and their common ideal figures, through 

their guides, poets and common gods… The nations are, therefore, symbiosis, communities between great men and 

their peoples, that are at the same time their fathers and their sons, their creators and their creatures” (137). Again, 

starting with first principles, Coudenhove-Kalergi’s nationalism is necessarily theological in this framework. This 

leads Coudenhove-Kalergi to his last point on what the difference between the “nationalism religion” and national 

chauvinism is. He says, “the nation is a church” (138). He tells the story of the true nationalism religion emerging out 

of the medieval imperial world order. He says, “when European culture was only Christian, despite the different 

languages, the West felt [more] strongly [about] their national unity than today. At the times of the Crusades Europa 

had a faith, a God, and a Pope, an ideal of knighthood, a scientific language” (138-9). National chauvinism, as 

Coudenhove-Kalergi saw it in 1925, was the opposite side of the coin to the nationalism religion. If the nationalism 

religion which he saw as good as a “religious idealism,” then national chauvinism was “religious fanaticism” (140). 

It was manifested exteriorly as a hatred and “contempt for the foreign nation,” because the nationalist only learns, “to 

love works of their own literature, thoughts, and actions of their own heroes” (140). He says, “national chauvinism 

cannot be combated with an abstract internationalism but through the deepening and expanding of the national culture 

towards a European culture and by the diffusion of the idea that all European national cultures are essential parts, 

close[ly] linked and inseparable, of a great and only European culture” (141-2). 
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Pan-Europa,” before he became Pope Pius XII.68  The first major secular and political figure 

influenced by Coudenhove-Kalergi, beyond his financial benefactor and co-conspirator Otto von 

Habsburg, was the French foreign minister Aristide Briand (instrumental in the Kellogg-Briand 

Pact of 1929). Briand, in 1930, issued the ‘Memorandum on the Organization of a Regime of 

European Federal Union’.69 Rosamond says that while this memorandum was met with some 

skepticism, it is still seminal in that it amounts to the first formal proposal for European 

government and for European unity in the twentieth century. Coudenhove-Kalergi’s text, and the 

Paneuropa Movement (still operative today, presided by Karl von Habsburg), was not an academic 

one. David Mitrany says that this text and movement should be situated as a non-academic 

treatment which fits within the idealist form of international relations theory.   

 But if Coudenhove-Kalergi’s theory of integration was non-academic and therefore less 

technical, what exactly was federalism? Coudenhove-Kalergi’s approach is far more provocative 

than it is descriptive. He for all intents and purposes describes a battle of cosmic proportions 

between good and evil over the soul of Europe and ultimately the world. It fits within the ‘turn to 

faith’ which characterized postwar thinking, predating it by decades. Rosamond describes the 

movement through the words of one of its longstanding, though anonymous, members who said, 

[Federalists] plan to form a small nuclei (sic) of nonconformists seeking to point out that 

the national states have lost their proper rights since they cannot guarantee the political and 

economic safety of their citizens. They also insist that European union should be brought 

about by the European populations, and not by diplomats, by directly electing a European 

 
68 Martyn Bond, Hitler’s Cosmopolitan Bastard: Count Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi and His Vision of Europe 

(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2021), 170-71. He also had correspondence with Pope Paul VI (299). 

Bond believes that the themes of The Totalitarian State are reflected in Progressio Populorum (355). 
69 David Weigall and Peter Stirk, The Origins and Development of the European Community (Leicester: Leicester 

University Press, 1992), 11-15.  
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constituent assembly, and by the approval through a referendum, of the constitution that 

this assembly would approve.70 

This is slightly more concrete in its description of what federalism ought to achieve. It is a non-

elite project, although ironically approved and presented by two members of the ultra-nobility 

(from House Habsburg and Coudenhove-Kalergi). But beyond being non-elite, it requires a 

balancing act of the parts and the whole with respect to governance. Though there is no central 

definition of what federalism is, Paul Taylor described this balancing act as, “the Federalist 

integration process requires the establishing of two levels of government – separate but coordinate 

– being the government of the whole, the federal level, and the government of the parts, the state 

or local level.”71 The ‘magic formula’, Rosamond says, is that there is an ever-present search for 

the optimal balance between unity and diversity. That is precisely what makes up the federalist’s 

worldview of how governance achieves integration.  

 From the late nineteenth century until the period right around the Second World War a 

central thesis of many federalists was that empire “could and should set the institutional and 

ideological basis” of their constructs.72 Imperial federalism, as Or Rosenboim calls it, was not a 

midcentury development; it came out of progressive liberal internationalism and was popularized 

by Woodrow Wilson, Lionel Curtis, and others. British thinkers, such as Lionel Curtis, envisaged 

a process taking the British Empire into a transnational federation. Curtis, in Civitas Dei, even 

went so far as to advocate for a return of the United States of America to the Commonwealth in a 

new Transatlantic Union of sorts. The essential reason was not strictly economic or political, but 

 
70 Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, 23.; cf. Altiero Spinelli, Introductory speech by A. Spinelli, member 

of the Commission of the European Communities, to the Conference "Industry and society in the European 

Community" (Venice 1972. [EU Speech]), 68. 
71 Paul Taylor, “International organization in the modern world: the regional and the global processes. International 

organization in the modern world: the regional and the global processes” International Affairs, Volume 69, No. 3 (July 

1993), 90. 
72 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 101. 
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also religious and cultural. There was a shared destiny in what Winston Churchill called “Christian 

Civilization,” which was at odds with much of the rest of the world—but should ultimately span 

the entire globe. The grand vision for a new transnational federation was also more economic and 

cynical, as well. This was a way, a real way, to overcome the declining influence of the British 

Empire and the imperial system “while still keeping some of its benefits.”73 Because of this desire 

to mitigate the increasingly weak imperial system, federalism was envisaged as something which 

would inherently be more democratic than imperial.  

 In February 1940, the Federal Union—a particularly British federal construction—held its 

first annual conference. In Queen’s Hall in London, the newly organized Federal Union could not 

contend with its overall aims or the agreement of their geographical boundaries, but they all desired 

democracy as the constitutive element of their project. Rosenboim explains that the debate in 

Queen’s Hall centered on one fundamental question: “how would the decline of the European 

empires influence the international system and the future of democracy?”74 Her belief is that 

during this period, a turn to economic and social justice made the federalist option for political 

economy a more democratic mode, forever impacting Britain’s position in the emergent 

international system and the more regional emergent European Community. The logic here was 

less about transforming consciously from Empire to Federation, but about a ‘moral sense of duty’, 

and not on a common ‘War of Want’.75 Democratic federalism, in the mind of Curtis as a core 

example, entailed a sense of progress. But unlike progressives such as H.G. Wells and other Fabian 

socialists, this was not a scientistic or technological kind of progress; nor was it even specifically 

 
73  Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 102.; cf. Jeanne Morefield, Empires without Imperialism: Anglo-

American Decline and the Politics of Deflection (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
74 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 100. 
75 On this concept and its relationship to neoliberalism, see: Or Rosenboim, “Barbara Wootton, Friedrich Hayek and 

the Debate on Democratic Federalism in the 1940s,” International History Review 35, No. 5 (2014): 894-918. 
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about regional interconnectedness or state integration. It was about a universalistic political vision 

which upheld Christian forms of morality around the world, and specifically in its federal territory. 

Again, Wellsian utopian scientism had fallen out of fashion toward the end of the Second World 

War, making way for Catholic and other Christian globalists such as Maritain or Reinhold Niebuhr 

to influence political arguments. Like many protestants of the era, Lionel Curtis used the argument, 

for example, that economic prosperity served as proof of spiritual character and advanced 

civilization.76 This, unlike some protestants, was not solely an individual characteristic; rather, it 

was a national or group-characteristic. Democracy, for Curtis, was a spiritual value. And the 

Federal Union and Federalism as an ideology and construct, was the mode by which democracy 

could be spread. To him, the union of British-American Federalism and Christian theology was 

the way of demonstrating British-American exceptionalism and leading the world.  

 While this moralized universalism was definitively influential in the first period after the 

Second World War, a much more technocratic variant would emerge as federalism was 

institutionalized. This would become the type of technocratic thinking which would serve as an 

antagonist at the Second Vatican Council. Functionalists, responding to the perceived non-

academic (non-technical) nature of previous federalists, was a more potent path for 

institutionalization.77 Ben Rosamond as well as Paul Taylor situate functionalism as similar in kind 

to both Immanuel Kant and Woodrow Wilson’s general approaches. Where federalism is 

essentially a skeptical worldview about humanity’s relationship to power—especially because of 

elite capture of states and institutions—functionalism is far more positive. Some foundations of 

functionalism are, as Rosamond describes, that “rational, peaceful progress is possible; [and that] 

 
76 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 112. 
77 Paul Taylor, “Functionalism: The Approach of David Mitrany,” in Frameworks for International Co-operation,” 

eds. A.J.R. Groom and Paul Taylor (London: Pinter Press, 1994, 125). 
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conflict and disharmony are not endemic to the human condition.” 78  It is effectively an 

institutionalization of enlightenment liberalism, synthesized with progressive state-power which 

developed in reaction against laissez-faire failures. The key thinker in this school is David Mitrany 

(1888-1975), who was a theorist not only in European integration but also in the international 

peace movement, social democracy and the political sciences which promoted ‘English pluralism’ 

which emerged at the London School of Economics in the interwar period.79 Though he was not 

working alongside John Maynard Keynes (1883-1946), his thought emerged at the same time and 

shares many general overlaps with him. 80  Mitrany said in 1966 of the core principle of 

functionalism that, 

Here we discover a cardinal virtue of the functional method – what one might call the virtue 

of technical self-determination. The functional dimensions… determine themselves. In a 

like manner the function determines its appropriate organs. It also reveals through practice 

the nature of action required under the given conditions, and in that way the powers needed 

by the respective authority.81 

This latter expression of an earlier thought is the ultimate proposition of his foundational text A 

Working Peace System (1943). It is that there ought to be an enlightened social engineering, not 

unlike the position of John Maynard Keynes writing around the same time. Functionalism, in 

effect, was the first variant which today may be called technocratic liberalism, more concerned 

with technical expertise than even neoliberals from the Geneva School at the same time.  

 Mitrany’s work, like Coudenhove-Kalergi’s, corresponds to its own great war. The 

federalists were writing in response to the First World War and the rise of the new nationalisms 

(such as those in Austria, France, and Germany); the functionalists, especially Mitrany, were 

 
78 Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, 31. 
79 Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, 32.  
80 For a strong overview on John Maynard Keynes, see: Zachary D. Carter, The Price of Peace: Money, Democracy, 

and the Life of John Maynard Keynes (New York: Random House, 2020). 
81 David Mitrany, A Working System of Peace (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, [1943] 1966, 72-3). 
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writing in response to the collapse of those same new nationalisms and fascism toward the end of 

the Second World War. And, unlike the federalists of the interwar period, Mitrany and his 

followers at the London School of Economics, had come to believe that idealism was not the way 

forward; instead, a fusion of liberalism and realism grounded in the emergent social sciences was 

the critical pathway that an integrationist agenda needed. Functionalism instead of being a coherent 

or ‘tightly knit theory’ is an approach.82 One of the central propositions beyond its philosophical 

underpinnings about social engineering was that close functional, institutional ties themselves 

would bring about state and economic integration. It was not so much that there needed to be a 

popular referendum or even a new constitution, it was that there needed to be social institutions—

indeed engineered by experts—which would foster these close functional ties. Functionalism is 

the forefather of technocracy, only understood to be a positive descriptor and not a negative 

critique. In other words, the ECSC would bring about the EC and that would bring about the EU 

because the closer the ties, the stronger the integration. It was therefore not about ideas, it was 

about institutions.83 It is more about material interdependence, less so cultural unity.  

 This type of thinking dominated the general approach to European integration—and indeed 

global integrationism in the United Nations and the other global institutions except for, notably, 

the Catholic Church. It was not about the relief of national strife through a commitment to shared 

values or principles; it was about fostering cooperation through economic social engineering. 

Where federalists could reasonably be called political integrationists, functionalists could be 

economic integrationists. Rosamond points out that one of the most interesting features of 

Mitrany’s thought is that he was, at least from his written texts, opposed to regional or national 

 
82 Paul Taylor, “Introduction,” in David Mitrany’s The Functional Theory of Politics (London: Martin Robinson, 

1975), 1. 
83 David Mitrany, The Progress of International Government (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1933). 
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integration alone. His desire was to create a theory of and framework for global integration. The 

idea of a ‘United States of Europe’ had been popular for decades, modeled after the American 

case, was even advocated for by Vladimir Lenin. This was not an interesting or good idea to 

Mitrany. He was suspicious of national planning as well as nationalism in general.84 National 

planning of the sort was a feature of the other half of the bipolar world in the Soviet Union. The 

1928 Kellogg-Briand Plan of an international or universal treaty for peace was dismissed by 

Mitrany as ‘statist’ and ‘exclusionary’, and was foundational in his thinking that material 

interdependence, not cultural or national interdependence was the essential ingredient to establish 

a close functional bond. Remember, after all, Briand was himself a federalist influenced by the 

whimsical or utopian Coudenhove-Kalergi. There had already been peace treaties that failed, but 

there had never been any economic union wherein resources were shared and industries 

collaborated. Schemes of continental unification were not as effective, therefore. Mitrany said, 

Between the conception of continental unions and that of a universal league there is a 

difference not merely of degree but of essence. The one would proceed in the old way by 

a definition of territory, the other by definition of functions; and while the unions would 

define their territory as a means of differentiating between members and outsiders, a league 

 
84 Or Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 43. See her section on Mitrany’s critique of ideology and nationalism. 

Mitrany’s struggle was one wherein he wanted to reconcile ‘national feelings’ with individual liberty in a global world 

order. Mitrany in 1940 said, “the problem of our time is how to break away from the modern linking up of authority 

with territory, and in my case especially, how to apply this to the problem of international organisation so as not to do 

violence to national feeling and at the same time to lay foundation for new developments in a truly world scale” (Letter 

from David Mitrany to Mrs. I. Hondius, 13 July 1949, in David Mitrany Papers (London School of Economics, 

London, box 76). Cited in Rosenboim, 29. Nationalist ideologies, according to Mitrany, generated international rivalry 

that led to world war. He was concerned with national planning and thought the solution to such an issue was 

international planning. Lionel Robbins and E.H. Carr who argued in 1945 that “it is a failure of the nation-state to 

assure military security or economic wellbeing which has in part inspired the widespread questioning of the moral 

credentials of nationalism” (E.H. Carr, Nationalism and After, 1945; repr., London: Macmillan, 1968, 38). Mitrany, 

in the same year, advanced a similar thought saying in a letter to H.N. Bradford: “Perhaps the only difference is that 

you are a socialist and so assume that capitalism is the cause of international economic friction, while I am an 

internationalist and believe that national competition is a cause of international friction… The more we have of 

national planning the more we must have international planning… I fear without such international coordination a 

planned national economy is likely to be even more ruthlessly competitive than was the capitalist national economy” 

(Mitrany Papers, box 73). Rosenboim says that “like other liberal internationalists, Mitrany pointed to sovereignty 

and nationalist ideology as the greatest obstacles to international cooperation” (43).  
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would select and define functions for the contrary purpose of integrating with regard to the 

interests of all.85 

Practically speaking, regionalism or territorial limitations produce the same ultimate problem of 

difference and division that states do. This was, in Mitrany’s mind, the ‘federal fallacy’, of which 

he said, 

A political union must be nationalistic; and… as such it must impede and it may defeat, 

the great historic quest for a general system of peace and development. Under the pressures 

of a planned and radical social transformation it is bound to shape towards a centralized 

system – closed, exclusive, competitive; and whatever else it may do, such a system would 

hardly be situated to mediate between the new ideological divisions, or temper the raw 

nationalism of the new states to steer them towards the new greener pastures of a mutual 

international community.86 

This is a striking critique of federalism in general—be it the United States or the Paneuropa 

Movement. It is a criticism of any important sense of shared bond based on territory, something 

that would have surely been important in and around the rise of the National Socialists and other 

fascist and nationalist movements. This critique is aimed at the heart of any shared bond based on 

culture or identity and asserts that even if those are true (which he does not care to talk about), they 

are secondary to the functional bonds built by material, economic interdependence.  

 The functionalism of Mitrany, coupled with the rise of Keynesian economic theory, is what 

gave way to the neofunctionalists who founded the European Community, today considered the 

‘founding fathers’ of the European Union. Those like Robert Schuman, Jean Monnet, Winston 

Churchill, Konrad Adenauer, Alcide de Gasperi are all generally considered neofunctionalists.87 

 
85 David Mitrany, The Progress of International Government, (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1933), 116. 
86 David Mitrany, “The Prospect of Integration: Federal or Functional,” in Functionalism: Theory and Practice in 

International Relations, eds. A.J.R. Groom and Paul Taylor (London: University of London Press, 1975), 72). 
87 Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, 51-52. Rosamond describes the neofunctionalist position in 7 general 

propositions: 1) integrate modestly in areas of ‘low politics’ in the first instance, but ensure they are key strategic 

sectors (coal and steel); 2) create a high authority without the distracting baggage of national  interests; 3) the 

integration of particular economic sectors across nations will create functional pressures for the integration of related 

sector fostering more and more integration; 4) deeper integration will not only be sponsored by the high authority, but 

inevitably loyalties will shift to a new center away from national units; 5) deepening economic integration will create 

the need for further European institutionalization as more expansive integration will require more regulation and be 
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Because of this dominance and association with the European founding fathers, Rosamond says 

that for many ‘integration theory’ and ‘neofunctionalism’ are practically synonymous. In its 

earliest phase, neofunctionalism ought to be thought of as an attempt to frame the strategies of 

integrating the concrete existent states. The approaches of Jean Monnet and Robert Schuman, for 

example, were explicitly based in a rejection of the federalist idealism, which had seemingly lost 

the political debate by the early 1950’s.88 They were, unlike the older functionalists, more open to 

cultural arguments. Where for the neofunctionalists a federal system might be the desired end, it 

could not be pursued by rational argument, forward-thinking, the beautiful political theological 

genius of Coudenhove-Kalergi, nor even a sound constitutional design; rather, it could only be 

implemented or inched towards through these close functional ties engineered by technical experts. 

For this reason, the neofunctionalists are sometimes described as early technocrats, especially by 

Ernst Haas.   

 According to Haas, the Monnet method was rooted in the analysis of preferences and self-

interests among the supposed policy actors within the European state system. It was in this way 

definitively liberal. Haas said of this developing technocracy that, “converging economic goals 

embedded in the bureaucratic, pluralistic, and industrial life of modern Europe provided the crucial 

impetus [for integration]. The economic technician, the planner, the innovating industrialist, and 

trade unionist advanced the movement not the politician, the scholar, the poet, or the writer.”89 

This type of thinking was, at the time, not the old liberal internationalism but a burgeoning 

synthesis between functionalism and neoliberalism, which would come to dominate liberal state 

 
more complex; 6) political integration is more or less inevitable through the effect of economic integration; and 7) 

gradual economic integration accompanied by a degree of supranational institutionalization is an effective way to 

facilitate a system of peace in Europe. 
88 Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, 51. 
89  Ernst Haas, The Uniting of Europe: Political, Social, and Economic Forces 1950-1957, (Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 2nd ed, 1968), xix. 



221 

 

and economic framework after the 1970’s. The idea that preferences were king and that the actual 

pioneers of society are the technocrats and economists rather than the statesman or the scholar was 

something truly novel—a complete reversal of the eras before. The community model emerging 

here, focused on economic integration rather than political integration, is not so much attached to 

one founding figure, such as Monnet or Schuman.  

 One aspect that is of critical importance is the question of peace through economic 

integration. That is a question present from Monnet and Schuman to every other neofunctionalist 

and, plausibly, most interwar federalists. The Schuman Declaration of May 9th, 1950 made this 

very clear where it said, 

Europe will not be made all at once or according to a single plan. It will be built through 

concrete achievements which first create a de facto solidarity. The coming together of the 

nations of Europe requires the elimination of the age-old opposition of France and 

Germany. Any actions which must be taken in the first place must concern these two 

countries. The French Government proposes that action be taken immediately on one 

limited but decisive point. It proposes that Franco-German production of coal and steel as 

a whole be placed under a common High Authority, within a framework open to the 

participation of the other countries of Europe. The pooling of coal and steel production 

should immediately provide for the setting up of common foundations for economic 

development as a first step in the federation of Europe… The setting up of this powerful 

productive unit, open to all countries willing to take part and bound ultimately to provide 

all the member countries with the basic elements of industrial production on the same 

terms, will lay a true foundation for their economic unification.90 

The logic here is clear and helps shed some light onto how the neofunctionalists were not 

necessarily anti-federalists; rather, they were seeking that sort of ideal arrangement through other 

means. The outcome was, rather than economic unity or protection of property, deepened political 

integration through economic unification. Rosamond says this economic unification and thus 

political integration, “was to be achieved less by grand design and more by stealth.”91 This stealth 

 
90 Robert Schuman, “Schuman Declaration May 1950.” May 9th, 1950. European-Union.europa.eu. 
91 Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, 53. 
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process, naturally, invited conspiracism in opposition to integration. Further, Rosamond says, 

“political unity and, therefore, peace would be the ultimate consequence of economic 

enmeshment.”92 For Monnet and Schuman, institutions could embody and solidify the ideals and 

ideas into the material realm of politics and economics. Precisely for that reason, it was the 

technocratic orchestration of political integration through economic unification that would win the 

day—not the wise words or beautiful dreams of the federalists which preceded them. This sort of 

logic, also, was implicitly a critique of Christians and particularly the Church who, while offering 

vivid dreams of unity, provided no real pathway for integration.  

 Prior to Schuman’s Declaration, Reinhold Niebuhr argued that the Second World War gave 

rise to two types of universalisms: moral and technical.93 Technical universalism, as Niebuhr 

understood it, emerged out of new communication and transport technologies which connected 

more and more people from further and further distances; moral universalism, on the other hand, 

created a sense of global obligation and mutual connectedness between all peoples—a sense of the 

common good, without calling it as such. Niebuhr’s belief was that the postwar order would be an 

“age of global anarchy,” wherein the problem of nationalism and tribalism would give trouble to 

the new universalisms in political expressions. Rosenboim says of this for Niebuhr, “the universal 

community of mankind was still a distant ideal.”94 But well before Niebuhr, and influencing both 

Schuman and himself, Jacques Maritain and Luigi Sturzo utilized catholicity as a concept which 

would overcome particularities. This was the same formulation reached at the Second Vatican 

 
92 Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, 53. 
93 Reinhold Niebuhr, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness: A Vindication of Democracy and a Critique 

of its Traditional Defense (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1944), 158-162. The convergence of these two types 

of universality “creates such a powerful impetus toward the establishment of a world community” which the children 

of light regard “as a practically inevitable achievement” (159). But that said, the power of imperial religions and 

national particularism and egotism are, to Niebuhr, not finished in their march through history. The battle for a “stable 

world order” is not even won when the forms of imperialism are defeated. The temptation of “isolationism” as a form 

of national egotism will remain for great powers, he believes (160-61). 
94 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 241. 
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Council. Distant as it might be, unity was something to be worked towards and held in clear sight 

as the common goal of the common good.  

 The Church’s response to the interwar period was a challenge to totalitarianism and directly 

implicated the concept of a united Europe and global governance. Maritain and Sturzo, embodying 

this approach, emphasized the ‘person’ as a challenge to the collectivism of both fascism and 

socialism, which influenced the thinking of Schuman and Niebuhr on the subjects of European 

(and ultimately global) integration. The key contribution which both Sturzo and Maritain offered, 

central to Schuman’s project, was a promotion of pluralism as a philosophical and political 

position. Inherited from, Rosenboim believes, Lord Acton (a fellow Catholic influenced by the 

conciliar theory), Sturzo and Maritain offer pluralism as a critique of the state.95 Maritain as an 

example was certain that there could be a viable system of global governance beyond the 

Westphalian sovereign-state model.96  The post-sovereign pluralist order would, in Maritain’s 

model, recognize a distinction between the state (institutions and organizations) and the body 

politic (the perfect or ideal society) mirroring his commitment to a rebalancing of the temporal and 

spiritual—or in Niebuhr’s words, the material and the spiritual. 97  Pluralism was less about 

affirming diversity over unity rather than affirming diversity in unity, and this is precisely the point 

to remember when thinking of Schuman. Schuman’s position was that the concept of Europe could 

help mitigate nationalism, affirm democracy, and uphold a common project which was every bit 

as concerned with state integration as it was with moral unity. But pluralism, in a sense, maintained 

diversity when many federalists, especially the imperial federalists of Britain such as Lionel Curtis, 

still had that central authority which ultimately built and defended empire. This was certainly not 

 
95 Lord Acton, Selected Writings, ed. J. Rufus Fears (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics), Vol. 1, 240, 250; Vol. III, 593. 
96 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 253. 
97 Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism, 253. 



224 

 

the vision of Schuman and absolutely not the vision of Maritain.98 Schuman’s vision was in a 

sense, a rebalancing of the Gelasian dyarchy but in a new mode. It was about affirming 

catholicity—universality—in the midst of diversity and the fact that differences breed conflict 

where differences could, if balanced rightly, create harmony. Rebalancing the powers, as a general 

theme, would underpin much of the thought at the Second Vatican Council.  

 The balancing of powers, integrated or separated, was paramount to Robert Schuman. He 

was not only deeply concerned with the integration of Europe, but also on the relationship of 

Church and State. In 1956, at the end of his political career, Schuman reflected on the changes in 

Church/State hostility. The period between 1875-1914 was, Schuman argued, “the era of 

ideological and doctrinaire sectarianism when one was anticlerical on principle.” This era, he 

believed, came to an end with the Union Sacrée.99 Since the Second World War, Catholics were 

able again to hold high offices of State and, as was the case with the developing European 

Community, there had been many indeed who had including himself. To Schuman, as was a dictate 

he believed at the start of his career in 1920, “Catholicism, the religious and universal idea, 

embraces all problems.”100 Schuman, Alan Fimister believes, had an ‘impeccable’ orthodoxy. 

Fimister notes that Schuman regularly quoted from the Catholic encyclicals ranging from 

Immortale Dei (1885), Au Milieu des sollicitudes (1892), Quadragesimo Anno (1931), Mit 

Brennender Sorge (1937), as well as a letter from the future Pius XII issued when he was Secretary 

of State.101 Schuman’s level of knowledge was incredible. Schuman, based on his commitment to 

 
98 Maritain’s concept of empire even in A New Christendom, before at least his common cause tactic of appealing to 

federalism, was not based in temporal imperium. It was the Church’s sacerdotal authority which structured empires at 

the temporal level. 
99 Alan Fimister, Robert Schuman: Neo-Scholastic Humanism and the Reunification of Europe (Bristol: P.I.E-Peter 

Lang S.A., Éditions Scientifiques Internationales), 203. 
100 Alan Fimister, Robert Schuman: Neo-Scholastic Humanism and the Reunification of Europe, 204.; cf.  Robert 

Schuman, L’Anticlericalisme dans la France contemporaine. Unknown Location, November 1956. trans. by Alan 

Fimister.  
101 Fimister, Robert Schuman, 204. 
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Catholicism but also the secular state and its integration, started with two general positions: one, 

that the Catholic Church was in full possession of the truths of reason and revelation; and two, 

from that of a State which does not recognize or affirm any such truth in any religion, let alone the 

Catholic tradition. This problem, Schuman believed, was a universal one summed up in the dictum 

Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s. It was precisely the logic 

advanced by Maritain.  

 This passage established a proper understanding for Schuman that each power (temporal 

and spiritual) orders what is their own. The most potent expression of this balance for him was 

said in 1938, 

The Catholic Church, as we know, a visible organised society, with a divine vocation, to 

teach the faith, to cultivate the practice of the Christian virtues, of charity in particular, and, 

thereby to convey man toward his supernatural destiny. By definition such a society has a 

universal character, it is common to all countries and to all ages. The State in contrast is a 

community organised between the inhabitants of a limited territory; it has for its object the 

security and the development of temporal life; it must assure to the individual, to the family 

and to the nation all that is necessary to their terrestrial well being, as much material as 

spiritual.102 

The Church and the State therefore share a public nature and an origin independent of human will. 

The Church is comparable, perhaps, to a family; the State is like a trade union or political party. 

Fimister believes that this situates Schuman’s commitment to seeing humans as a social animal, 

not just a political (or economic) one, positioning his articulation of state integration on another 

level. To Schuman, state integration was a part of eschatological history and indeed destined to be 

so. It was about the universality of the human family and human society, founded on Catholic 

social teaching and the broader Catholic tradition from which he came and himself defended.  

 Schuman, ostensibly a Catholic fraternalist, liberal internationalist, and a neofunctionalist, 

 
102 Robert Schuman, Liberte de L’Eglise (Rouen, July 1938), 4. 
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demonstrated some of the greater inheritances at play. Not only was it the case that the question 

of how the two powers related pertained to European integration, but it was also the case that the 

question of the role of conciliar-authority over a power center was preeminent. Thus, as it was the 

case that conciliarism advanced in early modernity as it became applied to parliamentary and 

republican issues, it is advanced in the role of how to design a supra-national organization. Though 

there is no direct evidence for it, this is akin to the sort of thinking of the Hussite King George’s 

1464 Peace Treaty, that it may be why the United Nations document commissioned in 1964 said 

it was well known.103 The Schuman Declaration, grounded in these concerns, framed the 1951 

Treaty of Paris which would lead to the creation of the European Coal and Steel Community. The 

ECSC, it is apparent, is a conciliar institution in the grander tradition developed through early 

modernity. It balanced, in council-authority, the problems of representation, higher and lower 

authorities, and consent—this time rooted in power integration.  

 By 1958, Ernst Haas’ seminal The Uniting of Europe had outlined everything that had 

happened as well as some speculations of where things were headed. Haas starts with the question 

as to whether or not neofunctionalism is still relevant, offering it as a challenge to neorealism and 

neoliberalism in their emergent stages. He says, “states, instead of struggling for power, are 

expected to defend their preferences and to cooperate when cooperation is deemed necessary for 

their realization.”104 State sovereignty still was a problem in 1958 against the desired outcome or 

process of integration—which Haas himself had defined as a shifting of loyalties towards a new 

center. The argument he develops in this text, still seen as the definitive classic of its kind, is that 

there needed to be a new higher authority and that higher authority needed to be the political basis 

for the European Coal and Steel Community and any economic union aimed at achieving 

 
103 This is discussed in Chapter 2. 
104 Haas, The Uniting of Europe, xiv.  
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integration. Over the federal design of the integration patterns of the newly emerging integrative 

institutions, the question of council-authority emerges. Haas describes that, “federalists complain 

bitterly over the powers wielded by the Council as defining the limits of High Authority action 

and setting the pace of integration. Anti-federalists point gratefully to the Council because it is 

thought to act like a conventional diplomatic brake on the process.”105  

 The High Authority of the European Coal and Steel Community, created in 1951, was the 

core decision-making mechanism of the ECSC. It was supranational and independent, yet checked 

by a Common Assembly. In 1952, Jean Monnet, one of the “fathers of Europe,” was elected its 

first president. By 1957, there were ten members of the ECSC which recognized the legitimacy of 

the High Authority but from the start there was suspicion as to whether or not the High Authority 

was an impediment to economic interdependence and political integration.106 Haas summarizes 

the ideology of the institution as, “a decision-making organ, the High Authority is in theory and in 

fact a full collegiate body, whose rulings usually reflect the consensus of all members.”107 This 

concept of consensus is the critical point, as all statements from the High Authority must reflect a 

minimum consensus, and speak for the ten members of the institution. Thus, members of different 

national loyalties used the High Authority to express the minimum consensus upon which the 

supranational ECSC or Common Assembly would move from. It was, in effect, an ultimate 

safeguard against the sort of federalism which would erase national sovereignty at a time when the 

neofunctionalists—some of whom were on the High Authority—consciously decided to protect it. 

This was much like the role of the president in King George’s Treaty, being the public face for 

 
105 Haas, The Uniting of Europe, 486.  
106 The members included Jean Monnet (France), Rene Mayer (France), Franz Etzel (Germany, resigned in 1957), 

Albert Coppe (Belgium), Leon Daum (France), Paul Finet (Belgium), Enzo Giacchero (Italy), Heinz Potthoff 

(Germany), Dirk Spierenburg (Netherlands), Albert Wehrer (Luxembourg). Most of all were mixed politically and of 

different professions.  
107 Haas, The Uniting of Europe, 452.  
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council-authority. The High Authority was effectively the stamp of approval for the Council.  

 The balance between the Council of Ministers, Common Assembly, and High Authority 

was one wherein supranationalism and national sovereignty were held together with, at least 

theoretically, the expressed end goal of integration. This national-supranational dynamic underpins 

all relationships. Wherein the Common Assembly will have interested parties from the various 

nation states, the Council will have those expressly appointed to consider things from the 

supranational perspective, and the High Authority is the ultimate safeguard against excesses on 

either side—typically leaning in favor of national sovereignty or localism. Though it may sound 

like the Common Assembly and the Council are therefore at odds, that is not necessarily the case 

at all. The Common Assembly, while made up of members from various nation-states, had a large 

contingent of federalists who desired the ultimate integration of European states under one state 

structure. Effectively, the Council was the supranational instrument of antifederalists. The Council 

is the organ or institution or instrument by which the ECSC moves forward in its governance. It is 

the instrument by which the ECSC actually executes its policy, despite the High Authority having 

formal decision-making power. But Haas says, “like Plato’s nocturnal council, [the Council] is 

credited with exercising the true government of ECSC.”108 Sovereignty, sometimes, lies secretly 

in the power behind the Throne.  

 In principle, the Council of the ECSC does not deny the benefits of a common market for 

European states; further, they are to proclaim or affirm the value of ever-increasing mutual 

interdependence through welfare; and further still, the members of the Council grant that the use 

of supranational agencies able to act independently is essential in areas where national sovereignty 

is a hindrance. But Haas mentions, quoting M. Jean Rey (1902-1983), “when we say European 

 
108 Haas, The Uniting of Europe, 486.  
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Community, we do not say European state. It does not seem necessary nor proved to us that we 

will evolve toward the suppression of our nationalities and our uniqueness.”109  The Council, 

though supranational, was also in effect a guard against an overreach of the federalist idea. To 

Rey, the idea of uniqueness was simply too precious to give over to a federal, supranational ideal—

even if the Council was an expression of supranationalism in action. ‘Community’ and 

‘integration’ were concepts favored by both wings of the ECSC, federalist and antifederalist, 

because of the functional bond that they implied rather than the discordant goal of a unified state. 

Michel Rasquin (1899-1958), a councilmember, summarized the role of the Council as such, 

The Council of Ministers understands that its role, which is extremely delicate and difficult, 

consists in facilitating the work between itself and the High Authority, as well as between 

itself and the Common Assembly. Even if it is not responsible to the Assembly, believe 

me, it still considers itself responsible to Europe.110 

Thus, the primary task of the Council, from Rasquin’s expression, was to safeguard the interest of 

the member states, to the sovereignty of European nation-states in general, and to the concept of 

Europe itself. Rasquin’s position is further expanded when he says that though they are yet another 

brake on federalization or of the supranationalization of a ‘European state’ they are not there to 

immobilize the High Authority or the ECSC itself. He says they are there to safeguard the national 

interest by, 

A harmonization of decisions so as to avoid overly rapid or overly radical measures, which 

would otherwise result at any given moment in negative developments, so that the entire 

mechanism will be out of gear.111 

Essentially, the Council is the guardian of tradition—however new or invented that tradition may 

be. Though the ECSC is gone today, disbanded and integrated into the European Union itself, the 

 
109 Haas, The Uniting of Europe, 489.; cf. Jean Rey in Annales parlementaires, op. cit. 1514 cited in Haas. 
110 Rasquin, Debats, no. 9. Op. cit. 626.  
111 Rasquin, Debats, no. 9. Op. cit. 627. 
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logic of these institutions still remains. The Council of the European Union is one of the main 

instruments of the Union and was built directly out of the Council of Ministers from the ECSC.  

 The notion of guarding tradition, in effect, though semi-secularized, became a battleground 

for the concept of Europe itself and even for repurposing older Christian history for political ends. 

In an address to UN Soldiers fighting in Korea, Robert Schuman expressed appreciation for the 

ideals of the Crusades but rejected the concept of Holy War.112 He compares the UN soldiers to 

the Crusaders, bearing witness to solidarity of the human race itself against the particularisms of 

nationalists and communists, but specifically nationalists. He said, “in certain highly exalted 

epochs history has known the crusades, religious or ideological epics. She has known more often 

– Alas! – bloody rivalries, explosions of national egotism.”113 He explains this further in an article 

titled Pour une education europeenne and lays out his vision for Occidentalism. He says, 

Europe has become for us, men of 1956, the most palpable expression of the solidarity of 

western nations in their battle for existence before the perils which surround them and 

before the task which they cannot accomplish other than in common […] it is not therefore 

an appeal to our generosity or to our charity but to the conviction that we depend upon one 

another, that we will be able to save ourselves only in a morally united and politically 

organised Europe. In the last analysis, Europe, thus unified, will be the establishment upon 

our continent, theatre of incessant discord, of the great principle of human and more 

specifically Christian fraternity.114 

There are, for Schuman, two levels of European culture which precede state integration. He 

outlines this further in 1958 in a speech at UCLA when he said, 

European culture, which on the whole is characterised by its occidental, that is to say, its 

Christian origins and inspirations, has varied greatly in its development, resources and 

methods. Even within the boundaries of one country we find marked variations. This 

multiplicity of national and regional aspects constitutes one of the riches of Europe and no 

 
112 Robert Schuman, Pour L’Europe. (Paris: Les Editions Nagel, 1963), 65. 
113 Robert Schuman, Discours pronounce par M. le President Schuman devant l’Assemblee Generale des Nations 

unies (Flushing Meadows, 23rd September, 1949). Quoted in Fimister, 233. 
114 Robert Schuman, Pour une education europeenne, Brussels, April 1956. 
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one would dream of substituting an artificial uniformity for it. But this diversity must not 

conceal the deep affinities which bind Europeans together.115 

Schuman’s belief that the occidental or Christian quality of Europe is what holds together its 

diversity in unity, which is different from uniformity. This echoes the ancient debate of Giles of 

Rome and John of Paris who were both attempting to grapple with the same problem at the period 

immediately preceding the Council of Florence, when European integration under a reconstituted 

or revived Roman Empire was on the table.   

 This sense of what Europe is and how it relates to Christianity was clearly designated at 

his last NATO address in 1959. In Que defend l’Occident he outlines the different cultural groups 

as well as their historical antagonisms and animosities. In what may be the most compelling 

foreshadowing of Samuel Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations thesis, Schuman said, 

The West is not a simple geographical notion, not merely one of two parts of a duality of 

East and West, but a cultural and political classification. The West groups a certain number 

of countries which are distinguished and opposed ideologically, by their religious, political 

and sociological ideas. In the ancient world there was the antagonism between Rome and 

Byzantium and then between Christianity and the Muslim world. Today these antagonisms 

are many. First of all we have Communism which opposes us to the Communist countries 

grouped around Soviet Russia; this communism is characterised by a materialist and 

totalitarian mentality; we have on the other hand the Arab world, from Morocco to 

Indonesia, with its many divisions searching for unity in their diversity. We have the 

African and Coloured peoples in their various groupings still very disparate but subject to 

the growing influence of the other two poles of attraction: the Arabs on one hand and the 

Communists on the other. Finally we have the neutralists, essentially preoccupied with 

withdrawing themselves as far as possible from the influence of these others: India is the 

first of these countries, Yugoslavia has followed suit, Egypt is in the course of taking this 

route. To one side of these ‘centres’ we find America – the Americas which are the 

autonomous extension of the ancient European and Christian civilisations. And within this 

global framework there exist multiple, innumerable and growing infiltrations, a melting-

pot of peoples and of civilisations, encouraged and rendered necessary by the interaction 

and political emancipation of each country. 

But what has become the distinguishing criterion within this framework is the conception 

of the human person, of society, of communal life and of the role of the state. We find at 

 
115 Robert Schuman, “Why and How to Unify Europe,” (University of California Los Angeles, March 26 th, 1958). 
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one of the extremes of this framework Marxism, the principle ideological pole and centre 

of attraction or repulsion. Basic ethnic and religious distinctions continue to preserve 

certain predispositions, but no longer have—as in the Middle Ages or some centuries ago—

the force of an absolute and unbreakable line of partition. One is or one becomes a 

westerner by choice, by fundamental option which one is obliged to make as an individual 

or society, from which comes the growing importance of the influence exercised by mass, 

by numbers, by constraint and by propaganda.116 

This sentiment is incredible and gives us a critical insight into what the essential purpose of state 

integration was to the neofunctionalists particularly and liberal internationalists generally. While 

indeed economic and state integration was a critical feature of better governance and a 

reestablished world order after the Second World War, it was also about a new fault-line emerging 

which would only come into fuller view decades later. This was, in a real way, predicting the Clash 

of Civilizations thesis and indeed announcing the coming of an identitarian struggle which would 

transcend geopolitical and territorial lines. It was, as much as anything else, a global struggle about 

identity and the future of civilization. Schuman, who was hardly alone in this thinking, saw 

Europe’s integration as a defense of western identity—which was something one chooses to be—

and the foundations of that identity was its Christian heritage, committed to the universal fraternity 

of humankind. Robert Schuman’s dream of a unified Europe is every bit consistent with 

Constantine and Charlemagne’s and still the dream of many Europeans today.    

CONCILIARITY AND GLOBALISM 

 

What the conciliar dimension to the development of globalism adds to the story is it reframes the 

problem of separated powers through integration. Conciliarity, though ostensibly about council-

authority, makes two moves beyond that almost always. First, in its commitment to power sharing, 

conciliarity maintains the separation of powers; but second, and perhaps more interestingly, those 

who would be conciliarists—of any era—reintegrate power. Power is not merely separated and 

 
116 Robert Schuman, Que defend l’Occident? (NATO College Paris, February 2nd, 1959). 



233 

 

left apart. It is reorganized under the auspice of power shared and power rebalanced, integrated 

under a vision of the social imaginary acting as both a lure and a backdrop. In the case of the 

Catholic fraternalists up through the neofunctionalists, we see these problems unfold and their 

solutions, though disparate, together maintain a vision of globality and a vivid sense of the new 

world order. Conciliarity, much like it had in eras past, continued to push the boundaries of how 

powers were first separated, balanced, and then integrated. This was an apparent process in the 

ideas around federalism wherein Catholics and liberals found shared interests and later wherein 

liberals who were often Catholic conceived of institutional integration to unite Europe.  

 The question of political or economic integration is one that is ultimately decided in 

virtually every level—be it the emerging European Union or the more-global institutions such as 

the United Nations—in a synthesis. Though it is undeniably true that the neofunctionalists were 

the founders of the European Union, whose legacy will truly last? We do not yet know. The dream 

of the federalists of the interwar period is still present even to this day. The dream of Maritain, 

also, persisted on through his influence at the Second Vatican Council. Emmanuel Macron, himself 

arguably a functionalist of some sort, dreams of a unified Europe with its own standing army. 

Upon receiving the supremely prestigious Charlemagne Prize in 2018, Macron said, “When 

defining what the European enterprise has brought us since the end of the Second World War, we 

usually say it has enabled us to live in peace for 70 years, and it’s true.  Europe has experienced 

the historic miracle of 70 years of peace between the traditional enemies of yesteryear.”117 But this 

peace, Macron believes, is a myth. He complicates the matter by asking, 

Can we say that the peoples of the former Yugoslavia have experienced 70 years of peace?  

While a few nations of Europe have taken the path of friendship and cooperation, others 

 
117 Emmanuel Macron, “Speech by M. Emmanuel Macron, President of the Republic, on Receiving the Charlemagne 

Prize.” May 10th, 2018. https://www.elysee.fr/emmanuel-macron/2018/05/10/speech-by-m-emmanuel-macron-

president-of-the-republic-on-receiving-the-charlemagne-prize-1.en. Accessed: February 14th, 2020. 
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have until recently experienced the searing pain of totalitarianism, of nationalism, and 

some others genocide, civil war and military or political subjugation. The myth of these 70 

years of peace means a perfect Europe of which we need only cherish the legacy, but I 

don’t believe in this myth, because Europe is still, and always, gripped by history and the 

tragedy of history.  We can counter this not with the routines of management but with 

tireless determination, requiring each new generation to harness all its strength and reinvent 

hope.118 

Macron, on the occasion of his receiving the Charlemagne Prize, reflects Richard Coudenhove-

Kalergi, the first winner of the same award in 1950. Of this, Macron said, “Referring to the work 

of Charlemagne, [Coudenhove-Kalergi] said Europe is the return of the Carolingian dream.  This 

dream is that of unity sought, harmony won amid differences, and a vast community marching in 

the same direction, that of a Europe united in its beating heart, chère Angela, cher Xavier, which 

this region was in that era. Today, this dream is eroded by doubt.  It’s for us to decide whether to 

keep it alive or let it die.” Coudenhove-Kalergi and Charlemagne’s dream of a unified Europe is 

as old as the story of Christendom the longue durée. It is the story of Rome and, through the 

question of political and economic integration, inherited by the liberal’s world order. It was a 

dream throughout the Middle Ages and still, it seems, a dream in both the twentieth and twenty-

first centuries. Conciliarity helped pave that path, developing globalist thought through the desire 

for integration. 

 

 

 
118 Emmanuel Macron, “Speech by M. Emmanuel Macron, President of the Republic, on Receiving the Charlemagne 

Prize.” 
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CHAPTER V: 

CONCILIARITY AND THE ROMAN SOCIAL IMAGINARY AFTER THE SECOND 

VATICAN COUNCIL 

 

THE SIGNS OF THE TIME FOR AN ORDER OF LOVE 

 

When King George Poděbrady wrote Tractis Pacis Toti Christianitati Fiendae (1462), it was an 

attempt at instituting a conciliar peace treaty across Christendom. It was an attempt at rendering 

spiritual authority as a general mediator for temporal global governance. This peace plan, though 

today recognized by more and more people as a template for us today, was rejected in its time. 

Influenced by late medieval general councils, themselves instituting models based in universities, 

George’s plan for peace saw the reciprocal nature of the powers both institutionally and as the 

order of the world. His plan, founded upon the premise of the conciliar application of separated 

powers, integrated them under a new framework for power-sharing. But the treaty’s fundamental 

assumption, it seems, was that this unity was God’s preference for human activity and therefore 

for governance. Powers were separated in that they were distinct; powers were separated so that 

they could stave off capture and corruption; but powers were not separated so they were in disunity. 

They were separated so that they could, in their best application on earth, become united again.   

 Twentieth century globalists following the First and Second World Wars understood that 

need for integration. Despite a fundamental commitment to the distinction of powers, especially 

applied institutionally, integration was at minimum something which was desired so that humanity 

could become more closely united. Humanity, made international, was an imagined community 

which informed globalists of all sorts, defining the subject of their emergent social imaginary. 

Where globalists found common ground in their subject and even plausibly their aims, they were 

divided on the methods by which achieving those aims could be secured. Some wanted closer 

political integration, some wanted closer economic integration, but few found common ground 
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with respect to the fundamental order which framed their social imaginary. The new world order, 

the social imaginary animating globalism, had no theory which defined it. Socialists, liberals, and 

Catholics found themselves at odds with respect to the hierarchy of values which would orient 

their imaginary towards that fundamental aim of uniting an international human community. Still 

today, no such commonly held theory exists. But following the development of international 

institutions such as the European Community and the United Nations, it was clear the Church 

needed to articulate its framework not only for itself, but for all people of goodwill. At the Second 

Vatican Council, this was achieved. That framework, conciliar in character, is a value-ordered 

imaginary which modifies liberal dominance on the concept of a new world order. It is, truly, a 

new world order, based in conciliar commitments to what Pacem in terris called the Order of Love. 

 This theory of order, developed at the Second Vatican Council, remains like the hierocratic 

model from the late Middle Ages through the First Vatican Council. Similar as it may be, however, 

the framework articulated at the Second Vatican Council is positioned more neutrally. Away from 

the normative reliance on papal monarchy as a centralized, authoritative head, the Second Vatican 

Council articulates a more conciliar model wherein council-authority safeguards its value-ordered 

imaginary in a new world. At the Second Vatican Council, there is a marked shift towards a truly 

global Church and, through its theory of order, a conciliar vision calling for global solidarity and 

global governance, yet open for dialogue to find common ground. The changes of the postwar 

landscape ushered in an era wherein the bipolar blocs promoted their respective ideologies, 

framing the future of the new world in their vision. That future, though aimed at unity, was divisive. 

The model the Church articulated at Vatican II offered an alternative vision.  

 The conciliar documents emerging from the Second Vatican Council make clear the 

Church’s position is not, as some may have assumed, an ally of liberalism, nor, as others implied, 
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friendly towards communism. Though each had a theory of a strong state in some sense, the 

competition between the East and the West had in some significant ways been reduced to a clash 

between imperial economisms. Where in earlier periods globalists found common ground, it 

becomes increasingly clear that the Church opposes—and vocally so—the tendency of various 

globalisms to develop their own imperialism. The Church’s position, understanding the hierarchy 

of values through their theory of order, articulates a vision wherein the moral order must inform 

states which govern economies. Any other framework is disordered, counter to the vision laid out 

at the Second Vatican Council. It is in the influence on Catholic social teaching that, slightly later, 

Pope John Paul II turns this framework to critiquing the bipolar world by name, challenging both 

communism and neoliberalism as liberalism’s economistic variant. The Church then had to 

contend with this economistic, global turn. The conciliar character of the Church’s value-centered 

framework is the Order of Love, defining in new terms the Roman social imaginary. 

VATICAN II: TURNING AWAY FROM HIEROCRACY 

 

When reflecting on the tremendous upheavals of the time, Roger Haight asks “how would one 

characterize the twentieth century? A simple list of major events can evoke a sense of rapid, 

momentous change that characterized this relatively short period of time.”1 Haight says, “it has 

been called the century of death: two world wars, several genocides, and a development of such 

an awesome technology of human destruction that mere reflection upon it causes anxiety.”2 If the 

long nineteenth century was the transition to the liberal’s order in the West, the short twentieth 

 
1  Roger Haight, Christian Community in History, Vol. 2: Comparative Ecclesiology, (New York: Continuum 

International Publishing Group, 2005), 367. 1) twentieth-century ecclesiology betrays a growing consciousness, 

appreciation, and organization of pluralism (taken here to mean the form of unity-in-diversity); 2) the Church 

internalizes and acts out in new ways its symbiotic relationship with the world; and 3) the Ecumene—the 

Oikoumene—both in its geographical terrain of five continents and also the human terms of the secular sphere of 

human activity becomes the “horizon for understanding the church” (368). 
2 Roger Haight, Christian Community in History, Vol. 2, 367. 
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century is the story of its globalized product.3 The upheavals in state and economy were not the 

only major developments of the period; ecclesiological changes would characterize a multitude of 

new events, changing centuries old dynamics for a new world. These shifts were the product of 

the multi-century reversal from the medieval to the modern paradigm. But there are discernible 

differences which characterize the twentieth century experience as distinct from the episodes prior. 

The Church, through these changes, would advance its theory of order for a new world.  

 The genesis for such a unique shift within the Church is not with figures such as Ignaz von 

Döllinger or Jacques Maritain, or any particular figure taken individually. It is, instead, in the 

World Council of Churches and the broader Ecumenical Movement. The Ecumenical Movement, 

Haight believes, is the massive consciousness and momentum within the churches in which, 

quoting Stephen Charles Neill, “Christians have learned to accept with equal sincerity both the 

underlying unity of faith in Christ which has ever been lost and the seriousness of the differences 

by which Christian communions are kept in separation.”4 Though the Ecumenical Movement, as 

such, is often said to originate at The World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh (1910) in 

Scotland, there were serious rumblings before, not least of all the Bonn Reunion Conference. The 

World Missionary Conference, though interrupted by the World Wars, results in the World Council 

of Churches. This was a conciliar institution established by activity in the Ecumenical Movement. 

 Two groups were at the forefront of the Ecumenical Movement: the Faith and Order 

Commission as well as the Life and Work Movement. The origins of the Life and Work movement 

are based upon the social Christianity of the nineteenth century, led by Nathan Söderblom, 

archbishop of the Church of Sweden in Uppsala. After the First World War, Söderblom attended 

 
3 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes: A History of the World, 1914-1991 (New York: Vintage Books, 1996). 
4 Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes, 369.; cf. Stephen Charles Neill, “Plans of Union and Reunion: 1910-1948,” in A 

History of the Ecumenical Movement: 1517-1948, 4th eds. Ruth Rouse and S.C. Neill (Geneva: World Council of 

Churches, 1933), 445. 
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a 1919 conference where he promoted the idea for “an Ecumenical Council of Churches which 

should be able to speak on behalf of Christendom in religious, moral, and social concerns of men.”5 

Söderblom’s idea was to use an ecumenical conference as a step towards an Ecumenical Council. 

It is no accident that, for example, the Conference at Geneva in 1920 was in Geneva of all places. 

Geneva, being both the location and era for both the neoliberal Mont Pèlerin Society and liberal 

internationalist League of Nations, was the place of economic, political, and ecclesiastical 

speculation regarding the problem of integration. Söderblom’s call was anticipated by the 

Orthodox Church of Constantinople. In 1920, the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople issued 

an encyclical called “Unto all the Churches of Christ Wheresoever They Be” issued at the Holy 

Synod.6 This was based on the statements of Metropolitan Germanos and his colleagues in 1919 

and likely, according to Ruth Rouse, prepared in negotiations between Söderblom and the Patriarch 

via Johannes Kolmodin in Constantinople.7 It was possibly the first such time an official at that 

level had called for such an integrative institution.  

 By the time the World Council of Churches was established in 1948, activity within the 

movement was robust and dynamic. The ecclesiological status of the WCC had been implicitly 

modeled and was the subject of explicit attention in a 1950 meeting in Toronto. Its thoroughly 

conciliar character is defined with the statement, 

The World Council of Churches is composed of churches which acknowledge Jesus Christ 

as God and Savior… the Council desires to serve the churches which are its constituent 

members as an instrument whereby they may bear witness together to the common 

allegiance to Jesus Christ, and cooperate in matters requiring united action. But the Council 

is far from desiring to usurp any of the functions which already belong to its constituent 

churches, or to control them, or to legislate for them, and indeed is prevented by its 

constitution from doing so… The Council disavows any thought of becoming a single 

 
5 Nils Karlstroem, “Movements for International Friendship and Life and Work: 1910-1925,” HEM, 533. 
6  Natallia Vasilevich, “The 1920 Encyclical of the Ecumenical Patriarchate and the Proposal for a ‘League of 

Churches’: Translation or Interpretation?” Ecumenical Forum 72, No. 4 (2020), 678-9. 
7 Ruth Rouse, A History of the Ecumenical Movement, 1517-1948, 4th ed. (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1993), 529.; 

cf. Visser’t Hooft, Genesis and Formation, 1-6; Visser’t Hooft, “Report of the General Secretary,” 96. 
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unified church structure independent of the churches which have joined in constituting the 

Council, or a structure dominated by a centralized administrative authority.8 

This is an important statement because it defines what the WCC is and is not. The WCC is a body 

of cooperative independent churches, aimed facilitating joint action and collaboration. It is not, on 

the other hand, an independent or totalized body sitting over and against the local bodies which 

comprise its membership. Further, it has no authority above its conciliar dimension. It is, in this 

sense, modeled as a League, not a Federation. Precisely, in this way, it proved ineffective like the 

League of Nations did before it. On this, Haight says, “the WCC is not a church but is an ecclesial 

institution and instrument that must be understood in the context of the wider ecumenical 

movement.”9 It is a functionalist model, but not merely functional. Nor, further still, should it be 

considered an autonomous integral and undivided organism. Haight concludes, “[the WCC] is 

rather a means for enhancing the integral life of each church and the whole church and the mission 

of each church and the whole church.”10 It is, however, a conciliar institution.  

 The question of pluralism had been fundamental to fraternal Catholics such as Jacques 

Maritain and Luigi Sturzo. Maritain’s logic of a new Christendom operated on the premise that 

pluralism was integral to the new humanism needed to counter integral nationalism and reframe 

imperial Christianity. Imperial Christianity was, to him, too closely associated with Christianity 

and for too long the model for Christian governance. Pluralism was a pathway out. Pluralism, the 

way Maritain saw it, was not a mere acknowledgment that diversity existed and by this logic, the 

Many opposed the One. Rather, pluralism was a positive affirmation of diversity in unity. It was 

the affirmation of diversity-in-unity which was central to the conciliar project from the late Middle 

Ages onward. This type of thinking, it seems, was basic to the ecumenical movement of the early 

 
8 “Report of the First Assembly of the WCC,” taken up and cited in “Toronto,” 167-68. 
9 Roger Haight, Christian Community in History, Vol. 2, 378. 
10 Roger Haight, Christian Community in History, Vol. 2, 379. 
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and mid-twentieth century. The WCC affirmed pluralism at the 1961 Third Assembly in New 

Delhi. The problem of pluralism, as it was a problem indeed, was couched in the language of 

ultimate unity. The subcommittee tasked with this question defined it as such:  

We believe that the unity which is both God’s will and his gift to his church is being made 

visible as all in each place who are baptized into Jesus Christ and confess him as Lord and 

Savior are brought by the Holy Spirit into one fully committed fellowship, holding the one 

apostolic faith, preaching the one Gospel, breaking the one bread, joining in common 

prayer, and having a corporate life reaching out in witness and service to all, and who at 

the same time are united with the whole Christian fellowship in all places and all ages in 

such wise that ministry and members are accepted by all, and that all can act and speak 

together as occasion requires for the tasks to which God call his people.11  

This long and rich statement, all one sentence no less, balances the unity and diversity problem in 

the equation that there is unity in diversity and diversity in unity. It is, to borrow the phrase from 

the American founders, a commitment to e pluribus unum—out of many, one. As the Ultramontane 

Church after the First Vatican Council effectively answered that question in the logic that there is 

one church and there is no salvation outside of that church, this ecumenical pluralism was an 

entirely different position on the matter of diverse religious experience. At the Second Vatican 

Council, however, that logic was transformed and took on new life. While it would be irresponsible 

(and controversial) to say that the official Catholic position is that there is more than one church 

and there is salvation outside of it, the historically exclusivist dynamic changed considerably. With 

Vatican II there is an openness not only to the question of Christian Unity outside of the confines 

of Roman submission, there is also an openness to other religions, and, perhaps most radically, all 

people of good conscience. It redefines the Church’s relationship with the modern world.  

 The obvious success of the World Council of Churches meant, Haight believes, “the 

ecumenical movement could no longer be ignored” in Rome.12 But the Ecumenical Movement 

 
11 World Council of Churches, New Delhi Statement on Unity, and Orthodox Response, Third Assembly of the WCC, 

(New Delhi, 1961), 144-45. 
12 Roger Haight, Christian Community in History, Vol. 2, 386. 
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alone is not the justification or explanation for the Second Vatican Council’s convocation. Even 

in Pope Pius XII’s encyclical Humani Generis (1950), which had condemned several leading 

Catholic modernists and fraternalists such as Yves Congar, had no promise for or expectation of a 

general council. Yet when Angelo Guiseppe Roncalli ascended to the Throne of Peter as Pope 

John XXIII (1881-1963; r. 1958-1963), by January 25th, 1959—within three months of his 

ascension—he announced this hitherto unexpected council. There were two background reasons 

to understand why John XXIII called it. They are, in John XXIII’s words: 1) “the enlightenment, 

edification, and joy of the entire Christian people”; and 2) “a renewed cordial invitation to the 

faithful of the separated churches to participate with us in this feast of grace and brotherhood, for 

which so many souls long in all parts of the world.”13 On October 11th, 1962, Pope John XXIII 

read the declaration Gaudet Mater Ecclesia before the Council Fathers at St. Peter’s Basilica in 

Vatican City. Unlike the invitational quality of the First Vatican Council, the invitation was made 

explicit. He said, 

What is needed at the present time is a new enthusiasm, a new joy and serenity of mind in 

the unreserved acceptance by all of the entire Christian faith, without forfeiting that 

accuracy and precision in its presentation which characterized the proceedings of the 

Council of Trent and the First Vatican Council. What is needed, and what everyone imbued 

with a truly Christian, Catholic and apostolic spirit craves today, is that this doctrine shall 

be more widely known, more deeply understood, and more penetrating in its effects on 

men's moral lives. What is needed is that this certain and immutable doctrine, to which the 

faithful owe obedience, be studied afresh and reformulated in contemporary terms. For this 

deposit of faith, or truths which are contained in our time-honored teaching is one thing; 

the manner in which these truths are set forth (with their meaning preserved intact) is 

something else.14  

By October 13th, a day which is infamous in Christian history for the purging of the Knights 

Templar, the Second Vatican Council had begun its official operations.  

 
13 Alberigo, “The Announcement,” History of Vatican II, I, 15, quoting Pope John XXIII’s redaction of his words as 

distinct from the doctored official version.; cf. Haight, Roger Haight, Christian Community in History, Vol. 2, 387. 
14 "Opening address," Council, Rome, IT. 
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 Before the publication of Gaudium et spes (1965), Pietro Pavan (1903-1994; Cardinalate, 

1985-1994) published two documents which help us understand the encyclical’s economic theory, 

which in turn helps us understand the Church’s broader theory of order. In L’uomo nel mondo 

economico (1950) and L’ordine economico (1957), Pavan argued that humans live in an economic 

world, but it is the world which must become an economic order.15 Franco Biffi proposes that 

from these two documents we can gleam several things which characterize Pavan and his socio-

economic thinking. As the Church is governed by moral order and the State is temporal yet 

reflecting the moral order, economic activity must be governed by its own specific principle. That 

principle is economic activity as “a rational use of means for the production of goods and services,” 

while at the same time, “is a human activity; [and] it must therefore be conscious, free and 

responsible.”16 The point, then, is that in any economic system, the production, distribution, and 

exchange of goods must fulfill its proper end: satisfaction in accordance with human flourishing, 

reflecting the moral order in states.17 The economy is a tool, then, for human flourishing.  

  Against liberal internationalists rooted in the Keynesian model, Pavan believed, “the 

Welfare State is no substitute for freedom of initiative in providing for the future. Man, ‘under 

God’s universal providence, is providence for himself,” as was designated in Rerum Novarum. 

Pavan, like many others, was searching for another way between the collectivist extremes of 

 
15 Franco Biffi, Prophet of our Times: The Social Thought of Cardinal Pietro Pavan (New Rochelle: New City Press, 

1992), 35.; cf. Pietro Pavan, L’uomo nel mondo economico (Roma: Figlie Della Chiesa, Viale Vaticano, (62), 1950); 

and Pietro Pavan, L’ordine economico (Marietti Anno Edizione, 1957). 
16 Biffi, Prophet of our Times, 35. 
17 Biffi, Prophet of our Times, 36. To achieve human flourishing, there are five basic conditions which Pavan outlines 

that facilitate the transformation of an economic world to an economic order. They are: 1) recognition of personal 

right to economic initiative; 2) recognition of the importance of private ownership of the means of production, in order 

to facilitate adequate development of personal initiative and also responsibility; 3) an active presence of the state, 

which safeguards the economic interests of the collective while simultaneously enabling individuals to be 

economically active, as Biffi puts it, “in conformity with the moral law, and regulating relationships between them”; 

4) recognition of intermediary bodies (groups and institutions) operating between individuals and the state which are 

identifiable with neither the individual or collective interest exclusively; and 5) respect for the principle of subsidiarity 

in relations between individuals, intermediary bodies, and the state. Of this last point, Biffi says this principle “must 

be applied, for example, in relation to social insurance.” 
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fascism and communism as well as individualism in liberal capitalism. This serves as a functional 

social and economic background for the synthetic approach which would dominate Vatican II. 

This transformation from an economic world to an economic order, according to Pavan, would 

lead to a crisis in two ways: 1) the “egoism of the individual”; and 2) the “egoism of the 

collectivity.”18 This is why Pavan calls for ‘economic personalism’ in which economic activity is 

seen strictly as a human activity, whose, Biffi says, “specific rationale is to be respected, but also 

to be situated in a scale of values coming from the conscience of the human person.”19 To Pavan, 

economic development and social progress are inextricably linked. And this is seen through both 

Rerum Novarum and later in Gaudium et spes. Social progress, Pavan believed, consists first of all 

in promotion of the services necessary for daily life. These include things such as transport, 

communication, drinking water, healthcare, education at every level, facilities for religious 

practice and worship, recreational activity, and even things as basic as light and heating. 20 

“Technical progress,” as discussed in Gaudium et spes, “is of less value than advances toward 

greater justice, wider brotherhood and a more humane social environment. Technical progress may 

supply the material for human advance, but it is powerless to actualize it.”21 Social progress and 

economic development (which is the technical progress), are linked to such a degree that one 

cannot exist without the other. This is an implicit critique on the developing technocratic variant 

within liberalism at the time. It is in Gaudium et spes where this is all formulated.  

 Gaudium et spes (GS), David Hollenbach says, “launched the Roman Catholic Church on 

 
18 Biffi, Prophet of our Times, 36. 
19 Biffi, Prophet of our Times, 37. 
20 Biffi, Prophet of our Times, 46-47. 
21 Pope Paul VI, Gaudium et spes, (December 7th, 1965), §35. Hereafter referred to as GS. A note on the references to 

encyclicals here and hereafter requires it to be stated that these are not papal documents, but rather conciliar documents 

attributed under the name of the presiding pope as the author. 
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a new path in its involvement in social and political affairs.”22 Contra both the dominant liberal 

internationalists which sought to place state power above economic power and emergent 

neoliberals who did the opposite, GS sought to truly synthesize the economic, political, and social 

into a comprehensive agenda. Although an optimistic text, GS is one which concretely accounts 

for the complexity of the human spirit with respect to uncertainty and the ‘signs of our times’. 

Social uncertainty, GS describes, generates interior anxiousness, “about current developments in 

the world, about humanity’s place and role in the universe, about the meaning of individual and 

collective endeavor and finally about the destiny of nature and of humanity.”23 The tension of the 

modern world, thus, is not only a material economic or even social issue, but also a spiritual one 

as well. The document says, “the dichotomy affecting the modern world is, in fact, a symptom of 

the deeper dichotomy that is rooted in humanity itself. It is the meeting point of many conflicting 

forces. As created beings, people are subject to many limitations, but they feel unlimited in their 

desires and their sense of being destined for higher life.”24 It is in this dilemma, therefore, where 

Gaudium et spes attempts to construct a relationship between state power, property power, all 

within a moral ordering. This is a reformulation of the hierocratic framework, without an explicit 

appeal to papal monarchy as its infallible sovereign. That in itself is a marked transformation.  

 During the decades prior to Vatican II, the Church was dominated by modernists and the 

traditionalists. 25  And the general relationship or settlement between them had, according to 

 
22 David Hollenbach, “Gaudium et spes”, in Modern Catholic Social Teaching: Commentaries and Interpretations, 

ed. Kenneth R. Himes, O.F.M. (Washington: Georgetown University Press, 2018), 280.  
23 GS, §3. 
24 GS, §10. 
25 The usage of these terms follows James Chappel who uses them more neutrally than their often value-charged 

examples. Modernists, in this usage, are not those who would reject any doctrine necessarily, nor is it that 

traditionalists are those who see all developments of Vatican II as modernist as condemned by Pope Pius X. Rather, 

it is that these are tendencies regarding one’s approach to tradition itself with respect to stability and dynamism. In 

other words, they are not technical terms as with ‘liberal’, for example, but more descriptive or adjectival. 
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Hollenbach, become “both socially and theologically unsatisfactory.”26 On the social level, the 

‘world’ the Catholic mission had implicitly accepted as normative was limited to western Europe. 

But the process of decolonization, the increasingly stronger presence of economic and political 

integration, and the general fact of globalization made it apparent that western Europe was no 

longer the mission territory. The territory was the globe and the mission was universal. Hollenbach 

says, “when the full global scope of the Church’s social mission was considered it became even 

clearer its context was no longer a single and unified culture.”27 Described in GS,  

The world is keenly aware of its unity and of mutual interdependence in essential solidarity, 

but at the same time it is split into bitterly opposing camps. We have not yet seen the last 

of bitter political, social, and economic hostility, and racial and ideological antagonism, 

nor are we free from the spectre of a war of total destruction. If there is a growing exchange 

of ideas, there is still widespread agreement in competing ideologies about the meaning of 

words which can express our key concepts.28 

GS, because of this competition of opposing camps and definitions, took seriously the challenge 

of this pluralism. Through this dilemma, the Church became global and conciliar.  

 Rather than merely focus on the diversity of these competitive concepts, GS takes a positive 

approach in defining its theory of order in terms of mutual interdependence. GS says, “one of the 

most striking features of today’s world, and one due in no small measure to modern technical 

progress, is the very great increase in mutual interdependence.”29 Hollenbach notes that Pope John 

XXIII’s Mater et magistra (1961) calls this interdependence ‘socialization’, language which GS 

maintains.30 While the Catholic Church has always taught that interdependence was a social fact, 

GS seems to be advancing the notion that the modern world is one characterized by an increase in 

that socialization or interdependence in comparison to older times. For that reason, concepts such 

 
26 David Hollenbach, “Gaudium et spes”, in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 285. 
27 Hollenbach, “Gaudium et spes”, in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 285. 
28 GS, §4. 
29 GS, §23. 
30 Hollenbach, “Gaudium et spes”, in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 288.; cf. GS, §25. 
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as solidarity and the common good are therefore more important than ever before.  

 It was normative at Vatican II to echo Thomas Aquinas’ position that justice requires a 

commitment to the common good by everyone in society.31 The premier social virtue, to Aquinas, 

was justice. Justice, in this way, is what directs a person’s actions toward the good of fellow 

humans and consequently the common good. Humans are simultaneously individuals and social-

political animals, which means they are not atomized in the sense of the Marxist critique on liberal 

society; they are, rather, atomized through economizing processes.32 Virtuous citizens, therefore, 

cannot only seek their own good; they must, and indeed have, every obligation to seek the common 

good. GS rests upon this basic concept and applies it to the international framework only fully 

emerging after the Second World War. Therefore, rather than the concept of the common good 

applied to the national or local level, it is applied to the international or global level calling for 

what Hollenbach describes as a new “global solidarity.”33 GS says, “all must consider it their 

sacred duty to count social obligations among their chief duties today and observe them as such. 

For the more closely the world comes together, the more widely do people’s obligations transcend 

particular groups and extend to the whole world. This will be realized only if individuals and 

groups practice moral and social virtues and foster them in social living.”34 

 Concern for global solidarity also underpins Pacem in terris (1963) and the Church’s 

position on political states and human rights, developing its theory of order. Pacem in terris, it 

might be said, was the first official pronouncement of the Church which shifted the tone from 

antimodern to modern, but also from antiliberal to developing a “common ground” tactic with 

liberalism of the internationalist sort. Pacem in terris moved the leadership of the Church from 

 
31 Hollenbach, “Gaudium et spes”, in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 289. 
32 This is a critique which also applies, then, to non-liberal and Marxist societies.  
33 Hollenbach, “Gaudium et spes”, in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 289. 
34 GS, §30. 
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strongly opposing a modern sense of rights to what Hollenbach describes as, having common 

ground with liberals, “activist engagement in the global struggle for human rights.”35 This is most 

clearly articulated in PT’s affirmation that economic and social rights are in tension with the 

individualistic understanding of the person, foundational to liberal thinking (and why it cannot be 

said that PT is actually liberal in character). Where it might be said that GS is about order and the 

Church’s role in it, PT is about peacemaking and the role of the Church in facilitating peace for 

the world order of GS to actually exist. If GS is the general overview of how the Church ought to 

relate to the world, PT is, as Drew Christiansen put it, “the fullest general treatment of political 

morality to be found in modern Catholic social teaching.”36 The most significant shift in PT with 

respect to the content is its new orientation towards rights-talk and a prescription for virtues in 

international affairs—facilitating an approach to international relations beyond the competition 

between liberalism and realism. Pacem in terris was called by Italian journalist Giancarlo Zizola, 

“the utopia of Pope John XXIII.”37  

 The four organizing virtues with respect to international affairs Christiansen outlines are 

truth (§86-90); justice (§91-93); solidarity (§98-100); and liberty (§120).38 Of these Christiansen 

says, “Truth, among other things, demands recognition of the equal dignity of all peoples and 

mutual assistance in overcoming inequality. Justice requires that nations not pursue their own 

improvement at the price of oppressing others. Solidarity means recognizing that all political 

 
35 Hollenbach, “Gaudium et spes”, in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 289. 
36 Drew Christiansen, “Pacem in terris,” in Modern Catholic Social Teaching: Commentaries and Interpretations, ed. 

Kenneth R. Himes, O.F.M. (Washington: Georgetown University Press, 2018), 232. 
37 Giancarlo Zizola, The Utopia of John XXIII, trans. Helen Barolini (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1975).; cf. Drew 

Christiansen, “The Once and Future World: Global Catholicism amid the Decline of the Liberal World Order” Journal 

of Catholic Social Thought, Vol. 16, No. 2 (2019), 185. 
38 Drew Christiansen, “Pacem in terris,” in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 234. Christiansen notes that these four 

principles (truth, justice, solidarity, and liberty) are frequently cited in later interpretations of the encyclical. An 

example of this is in John Paul II’s 2003 World Day of Peace message, “Pacem in Terris: A Permanent Commitment.” 

Though they are a well-worn heuristic for interpreting the encyclical, Christiansen notes that they are “interpolations 

whose connections to the main argument,” which must be spelled out (249). 
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authority exists to fulfill the common good of the whole human family. Finally, freedom in 

international affairs requires nonintervention by the powerful.”39 Again, it can be stated that while 

this has a resemblance to liberal principles, PT is not liberal in the sense of the dominant liberal 

internationalism at the basis of the liberal’s postwar order. It is, rather, something else altogether. 

PT articulates the content of this something else in great detail. PT, especially when taken together 

with GS, gives a very direct account as to the developed posture regarding its commitment that the 

moral order must inform states which have authority over and govern economies.  

 Pacem in terris, being that it is the first encyclical in history addressed to all people of good 

will, lays out its first principle: there is a primacy of the moral over the political.40 The political, 

in this framework, mirrors the cosmic order. This, naturally, is a classic rearticulation of the 

hierocratic paradigm—but it is not the historic type centered on papal monarchy. Politics, and 

indeed political authority, are grounded in the moral order of the cosmos. This is attested to in the 

first statement. It begins with the stunning claim that “peace on earth can be firmly established 

only if the order laid down by God be dutifully observed.”41 Unlike the hierocratic paradigm of 

the late Middle Ages, PT does something different in laying out what this means. PT argues, in 

affirming some of the principle conditions of the industrialized and modern world, that it is through 

science and technology that we can harness the moral order of the cosmos. Though science and 

 
39 Christiansen, “Pacem in terris,” in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 234. 
40 Though indeed Pacem in terris is the first encyclical addressed to people of good will, there were precedents of 

popes appealing for peace to all people of good will very similarly. Pope Benedict XV, for example, addressed all 

people of good will and particularly the combatants of World War I. Angelo Roncalli, who would become Pope John 

XXIII, was previously the Apostolic Delegate in Istanbul. He considered Benedict XV one of the most impressive of 

all the popes he met, and he is widely considered a model for John XXIII. Benedict’s peacemaking mission was well 

received and even was praised by Sultan Mehmet VI, who contributed funds to a statue commissioned and built 

marking him as a patron of humanitarian assistance during a great hour of need. The statue reads: “To the great pope 

of the world’s tragic hour, Benedict XV, benefactor of people, without discrimination of nationality or religion, a 

taken of gratitude from the Orient, 1914-1919.” It is said that Angelo Roncalli walked by this statue every day for all 

the years he served as the Apostolic Delegate. For further reading on this subject, see: Agnes de Dreuzy, The Holy See 

and the Emergence of the Modern Middle East: Benedict XV’s Diplomacy in Greater Syria (Washington, D.C.: The 

Catholic University Press of America, 2016). 
41 Pope John XXIII, Pacem in terris, (April 11th, 1963), §1. Hereafter referred to as PT. 
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technology will facilitate this harnessing, God’s Order, PT suggests, is imprinted in our hearts as 

humans. It says, “the Creator of the world has imprinted in man’s heart an order which his 

conscience reveals to him and enjoins him to obey.”42  

 Conscience, as it were, is not outlined in great detail in PT; rather, it is an assumed feature 

having been developed in other places. It is extrapolated deeply in Gaudium et spes. Quoted at 

length, though published two years later, GS describes conscience in the following way: 

In the depths of his conscience, man detects a law which he does not impose upon himself, 

but which holds him to obedience. Always summoning him to love good and avoid evil, 

the voice of conscience when necessary speaks to his heart: do this, shun that. For man has 

in his heart a law written by God; to obey it is the very dignity of man; according to it he 

will be judged. Conscience is the most secret core and sanctuary of man. There he is alone 

with God, Whose voice echoes in his depths. In a wonderful manner conscience reveals 

that law which is fulfilled by love of God and neighbor. In fidelity to conscience, Christians 

are joined with the rest of men in the search for truth, and for the genuine solution to the 

numerous problems which arise in the life of individuals from social relationships. Hence 

the more right conscience holds sway, the more persons and groups turn aside from blind 

choice and strive to be guided by the objective norms of morality. Conscience frequently 

errs from invincible ignorance without losing its dignity. The same cannot be said for a 

man who cares but little for truth and goodness, or for a conscience which by degrees grows 

practically sightless as a result of habitual sin.43 

Conscience in the way it is described in Gaudium et spes is the basis by which humans relate to 

God and each other. It is something, also, that affirms the positive relationship of Christians to 

non-Christians. Pacem in terris, arguing that through our conscience we can understand God’s 

“more perfect creation,” distinguishes between rationalist and realist understandings of politics 

from the conscience-driven style it suggests. Perhaps aimed at the materialists, determinists, and 

realists, Christiansen suggests PT situates the center of the political life not with states, but with 

human nature in connection with God’s Love.   

 The Order of Love, which underpins all life, is the backdrop by which PT makes its case 

 
42 PT, §5. 
43 GS, §16. 
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for peace on earth and, perhaps more radically, a world government. It says, “the establishment of 

such a [world] community is urgently demanded today by the requirements of the universal 

common good.”44 God’s Love is at work in our socialization (§130), what Christiansen says might 

be synonymous or relatable to globalization, and in the development of solidarity in terms of 

friendly diplomatic and inter-personal relations (§100). PT says of this, “every believer in this 

world of ours must be a spark of light, a center of love, a vivifying leaven among his fellowmen, 

and he will be this the more perfectly the more closely he lives in communion with God in the 

intimacy of his soul.”45 But this general sense of what is good is not merely spiritualized in the 

theological language of God’s Order of Love and our relationship to it. There are direct temporal 

problems which PT designates clearly. Perhaps primarily among them is the law of fear that rules 

among nations needing to be supplanted by the rule of Divine Love, with peacemaking as a 

“requirement of Love.”46  

 How does one do this, exactly? Or, whether or not there is a precise pathway, what are the 

conditions for this type of peacemaking? Political authority, normatively in the Catholic tradition, 

derives its legitimacy from God. Pietro Pavan, highly influential on the writing of Pacem in terris, 

attempted to resituate this problem. Because authority derives its legitimacy from God, human 

exercise of that authority is strictly limited. Rather than through divine right or through the severe 

logic of sovereignty being legitimate, as was the framework of Joseph de Maistre, Pavan and PT 

argued that persuasion must be the method forward.47 And, more important still, no law which is 

contrary to the moral order of the cosmos is binding upon individuals. Thus, in this framework, it 

is not enough to say that divine right is established or any severe logic is necessary; instead, it is 

 
44 PT, §7 
45 PT, §164 
46 PT §128-29, §164. 
47 PT, §48. 
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that conscience is the mediator by which we can understand either of the previous models having 

legitimacy or not, especially when limited.  

 Human rights, then, are the measurement for legitimacy. PT says, “if any government does 

not acknowledge the rights of man or violates them, it not only fails in its duty, but its orders 

completely lack juridical force.”48 This juridical force, where it may have material power in a 

state’s ability to be violent, is only legitimate if backed by moral order of the cosmos. PT further 

outlines this by saying “if civil authorities pass laws or command anything opposed by the moral 

order and consequently opposed to the will of God, neither the laws made nor the authorizations 

granted can be binding on the conscience of its citizens.”49  Civil authorities are not granted 

legitimacy simply because of their monopoly on force or their inheritance through systems of 

power, in this model. Rather, as stated, “we must remember that… the very nature of civil authority 

exists, not to confine its people within boundaries of their nations, but rather to protect, above all 

else, the common good of the entire human family.”50 This notion is significant and thoroughly 

different from liberal nationalisms of the nineteenth century and internationalisms of the twentieth. 

But most strikingly different from liberal frameworks is the insistence within PT on the primacy 

of the person in God’s order, not the individual in the nation, economy, or a supranational system. 

 Where it is important to note that within liberalism there is an emphasis on the individual, 

it is not an individual freed from the state or property and consumption. Rather, that is the 

individual within a liberal framework. The individual is their nationality and their consumer 

preferences or property-power. For most of the history of liberalism’s enfranchisement of people, 

those two things (state-affiliation and property-power) were fundamental in establishing who was 
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or was not represented or considered in rather than out. In PT there is something altogether 

different from this kind of individualism being arranged in its theory of order. Rather than 

individualism, it is a cosmopolitan framework.51 The logic here is that rather than being focused 

on states or individualism per se, the cosmopolitanism of PT is focused on human persons and 

thus, as Christiansen says, “the full weight of this conception of politics in which the function of 

all governance is the promotion of rights of all persons.”52 A government’s role is to uphold the 

common good in which rights for persons exist. This is also the backdrop for which we can start 

developing the role of individual states, international relations, and the world community as such. 

PT is, to that point, the most definitive articulation of Catholicism’s relationship to globalism.  

 PT says, “like the common good of individual states, so too the universal common good 

cannot be determined except by having regard for the human person. Therefore, the public and 

universal authority, too, must have its fundamental objective the recognition, respect, safeguarding 

and promotion of the rights of the human person.”53 This statement does significant lifting with 

respect to the logic behind the universal public authority which maintains the socialization of the 

world community. But the role of states, here, just like the role of human authority in general, is 

limited. PT states that, following the antagonism developed by Pavan in his economic writings of 

the egoisms of the collective and individual, groups and individuals must “bring their own interests 

into harmony with the needs of the community.”54 On this, then, one responsibility of public 

authorities and governments is “to coordinate social relations in such a fashion that the exercise of 

one man’s rights does not threaten others in the exercise of their rights nor hinder them in 

 
51 Christiansen, “Pacem in terris,” in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 239. 
52 Christiansen, “Pacem in terris,” in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 238. Emphasis added. 
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fulfilment of their duties.”55 This is held together through a positive renewal of what international 

relations ought to focus on and defines a difference between Catholic and liberal globalism.  

 In interstate relations, Christiansen notes five areas which are typically problems: 1) 

inequality among nations; 2) ethnic relations; 3) migration; 4) development; and 5) disarmament. 

With respect to the first, PT designates that “all states are by nature equal in dignity,” possessing 

the same rights to existence, self-development, the means to that development, and autonomy in 

pursuing it.56 This is critically important, because in 1963 there is still the lingering sense that 

nationalism, and in particular imperial nationalism, is at the root of national chauvinism or 

interstate competition. Issues such as inequality of knowledge and development, talent, and wealth 

forge these differences and competition. PT acknowledges all of these things but makes a striking 

condemnation of such an imperial nationalism, such as the totalitarianisms of the century, saying 

no nation has the right “to subject others to their control in any way. Rather, [nations with an 

advantage] have a more serious obligation… to lend mutual assistance to others in their efforts for 

improvement.”57 This is directly buttressed against what seems to be not only a critique against 

liberal internationalism, but ascendent neoliberalism. Where liberal internationalism would seek 

to remake weaker states along their lines, neoliberals would remake weaker economies along 

theirs. PT states, “as men in their private enterprises cannot pursue their own interests to the 

detriment of others, so too states cannot lawfully seek that development of their own resources 

which brings harm to other states and unjustly oppresses them.”58  

 This twofold swipe at the dominant liberal theories is not to say that what made them liberal 

is necessarily the problem. It is a challenge against liberalism’s imperial dimension. PT in effect 
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challenges both liberal economism and internationalism in its imperial forms simultaneously. This 

is rooted in the concept not only of solidarity and subsidiarity, but that chauvinism (national or 

international) disparages “things common to all mankind.”59 Chief among the issues which can 

disparage things common to all humankind and disrupt the peacemaking process is the question 

of disarmament. PT develops what Christiansen calls a ‘moral defense policy’ in the era of 

‘mutually assured destruction’. Unlike any period prior to this, there was an actual threat of an end 

to civilization. The bomb, having been unveiled in the Second World War, made it clear that 

civilization was itself at risk. No longer was total war an issue between standing armies with, at 

worst, biological weapons. It was that nuclear weapons themselves were of such grave threat that 

they transcended war itself and placed society in a sphere of apocalyptic danger. PT suggests that 

the arms race must cease, weapons stockpiles should be reduced, nuclear weapons should be 

banned, and a program of disarmament should be undertaken by everyone around the world. John 

XXIII writes, “in an age such as ours which prides itself on atomic energy, it is contrary to reason 

to hold that war is now a suitable way to restore rights once they have been violated.”60 This is a 

shift, Christiansen notes, from the classical just war theory to an advocation of nonviolence.  

 This kind of nonviolence and disarmament, in PT’s framework, must therefore be at the 

center of peacemaking. Peacemaking, in the logic of PT, must “[proceed] from inner conviction.”61 

John XXIII continues saying, “the fear and anxious expectations of war with which men are 

oppressed” must be banished entirely.62 The central issue, therefore, is “the fundamental principle 

on which our present peace depends must be replaced by another which declares that the true and 

 
59 PT §97. 
60 PT §127. 
61 PT §113. 
62 This condemnation of war itself was preceded by Pope Benedict XV who described World War I as the suicide of 

Europe. That said, what is unique to Pope John XXIII and indeed the tone of the Second Vatican Council is a marked 

shift from positioning Europe as the territory to a focus on the entire world. 
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solid peace among nations consists not in equality of arms but in mutual trust alone.”63 This is, 

according to PT, “the longing of the human family,” that everyone, especially “those who hear the 

responsibility of public affairs, [spare] no pain or effort until world events follow a course in 

keeping with man’s destiny and dignity.”64 This logic concludes with John XXIII saying, “there is 

reason to hope… that by meeting and negotiating men may come to discover better bonds that 

unite them together, deriving from the nature they have in common; and that they may also come 

to discover one of the most profound requirements of their common nature is this: that between 

them and their respective peoples it is not fear which should reign but love.”65 Therefore at the 

basis of peacemaking is not merely disarmament, but God’s Order of Love which requires 

disarmament and better interstate relations to maintain that Order of Love.  

 There are two features of the symphony wherein political states, human persons, interstate 

relations, and the world community are held together: the universal common good and a universal 

public authority. As it was for liberal internationalists, whether functionalists or federalists, the 

question of state and economic integration was the question at the foundation of the postwar order. 

This type of integration, which internationalists believed was a process, was partially what would 

cause neoliberal reactionaries to recalibrate states in favor of economic power.66 It was, also, a 

question in the backdrop of the communist theories of world revolution and the international 

worker’s community as well as race-based fascism which grew after the First World War. The 

question of state integration, animating a wide variety of groups, can rightly be situated as the 
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ordering question atop all the others. It is the one from which everything else flowed. Roman 

Catholics, though wildly divergent in their approach to such questions throughout the long 

nineteenth century, never had a formal magisterial statement on this topic since the medieval era. 

Where the Church encyclicals commented on social and political order, it was variously focused 

on innovative frameworks largely positioning the “error” of spiritual power as separate from the 

temporal. At Vatican II, there is a definitive shift which does not necessarily change its inherent 

logic but develops the distinction between these categories much more strongly—clarifying what 

the relationship between the powers should actually look like in the modern world.  

 As we have seen, PT affirms a value-order which resembles the hierocratic formula, though 

not the late medieval, papalist, or ultramontane ways. It is not the kind of order wherein the Church 

is the legislative institution on earth or that the pope has dominium mundi and is imagined as a 

sovereign lord over others. Rather, the cosmic moral order is the backdrop by which the political 

or temporal world must conform to be in accordance to God’s will. It is not also, as it was in late 

medieval critiques of hierocracy, descending or next to the temporal in some autonomous or 

distinct sphere. The moral order, in this way, is prior to and permeates the temporal power wherein 

all aspects of the temporal are in some way touched by the moral. This is not necessarily a change 

from the medieval position of how the hierocratic paradigm worked with respect to the two powers, 

excepting a deemphasis on the power or position of the pope as monarch. This framework was 

operative to late medieval hierocrats, with the addition of papal monarchy as a temporal authority 

with infallible spiritual power. But what is a new development in Vatican II is not so much that 

the moral order precedes or permeates the temporal, thus defining a new relationship between them 

or defining the relationship as rightly perceived, it is that this became far more universal in its 

application. One place this had tremendous implications is with respect to other religions, in 
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particular Judaism. Further, because of this universal penetration of the moral in the local 

temporalities, it also relieves some of the necessarily strict clinging to a Latin vernacular or 

traditionalism which was not global. This strategic focus would shift towards inculturation and 

particularism within the universalism of the Church. It was a new style in approaching the problem 

of catholicity despite particularity. This helped make the Church truly global for the first time.  

 The changes felt by Vatican II were direct, local, and more immediate than its predecessors. 

Vatican II was a global event, fueled by what Melissa Wilde called the “collective effervescence” 

of the possibility for change.67 John O’Malley, on its distinction as a global event, said, “unlike 

[prior] councils, the ordinary faithful could through radio, television, and fast newsprint follow the 

council on almost a daily basis.” But even more directly, parishioners saw changes right before 

their eyes. O’Malley continues saying, “more importantly, they felt its impact in a dramatic way 

even before the council ended. On the first Sunday of Advent, 1964, most Catholics were startled 

when they went to mass to discover that large portions of it were now in the vernacular. A rite 

many believed unchangeable had changed, seemingly overnight, and changed in a drastic and 

undeniable way. Everybody knew the council was responsible.”68 This change was a central issue 

for centuries before with respect to the national churches and the impact and influence of 

nationalism and liberalism on Catholicism. Not to say, at all, that such a change necessarily 

followed from that influence; for centuries, their influence was rejected. Rather, it was that new 

theological arguments implicated the need for inculturation and localism with respect to the 

vernacular and the presence of God in the particularities of the universal Church. These 

developments, it would be hard to deny, were situated in the longer history of early modern 

 
67 Melissa J. Wilde, Vatican II: A Sociological Analysis of Religious Change (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
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68 John O’Malley, When Bishops Meet: An Essay Comparing Trent, Vatican I, and Vatican II (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2019), 190. 



259 

 

Gallicanism and liberalism’s impact on separating powers. Rejecting nationalism as such, 

inculturation was a strategy which would tackle the challenge of the phenomenon historically.  

 Reflecting nearly contemporaneously in 1966 on these changes, already taking place before 

Vatican II finished, then-cardinal Joseph Ratzinger examined the liturgical reforms. Starting in 

1962 with the liturgy schema, or liturgical reform, he said, “was not merely a technically correct 

move. Its significance went far deeper. This decision was a profession of faith in what is truly 

central to the Church with her Lord, actualized in the eucharistic mystery where the Church, 

participating in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, fulfills its innermost mission, the adoration of the 

triune God.”69 The Liturgical Movement, having grown over a long period of time, had been 

victorious almost unanimously at Vatican II. Ratzinger described this as, “thus the Church was 

freed from the ‘hierarchical narrowness’ of the previous hundred years, and returned to its 

sacramental origins. Finally, the Council was here able to reap the harvest that had been ripening 

in the Church’s difficult struggle during recent decades.”70 With respect to the second point, the 

struggle that the Church faced was a weakening of its position in Europe, becoming less European 

and more global in its character and membership. With respect to the first point, perhaps just as 

importantly, the liturgical reform therefore being a response to the last century’s position is a 

fundamental repositioning against the papalist hierocracy asserted at the First Vatican Council. At 

its core, the assertion of liturgical reform being core to Vatican II is an important reminder at the 

heart of the council was not merely a repositioning of its outward character with Gaudium et spes 

or Pacem in terris, but its inward character with the liturgy.  

 This posture wherein particularism is respected in universalism, very different from the 

century before, directly impacted both the ecumenical relations between the different global 
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churches and also the different world religions. On the first, Vatican II’s doctrine of religious 

liberty must, according to Roger Haight, be understood against the backdrop of historically 

conceptualized ‘Catholic nations’. Religion as a subject refers to those, “internal, voluntary, and 

free acts whereby one sets the course of his or her life directly toward God.”71 And, developed in 

Dignitatis humanae, religious liberty then is understood as “immunity from coercion in civil 

society.”72 The reason this is important against the backdrop of the concept of a Catholic nation is 

that it distinguishes both religion and religious liberty from civil society defined by national 

identity. Therefore, one’s religious liberty is distinct from one’s, for example, French identity—

something that had been an issue in the historically conceptualized Catholic nations. The 

individual person—again the focus of Vatican II, understood differently from liberal 

individualism—was the site of that freedom, articulated through rights-talk with the moral and 

cosmic backdrop. DH continues by saying, “the [Second] Vatican Synod declares that the human 

person has a right to religious freedom.”73 No state or civil authority or other individual can rightly 

coerce an individual’s religious liberty. This position, again, is a reformulation of hierocracy 

wherein the moral order informs states which govern economies relying on council-authority to 

support its claim.  

 What can be acknowledged most generally about Vatican II is that there is a definite shift 

away from the papalist hierocratic position of the earlier ages to something else. We are 

characterizing this something else as in the value-ordering and conciliar content constituting the 

Order of Love. That form which the Church takes, then, is the basis for the globalism developed 

in Catholic social teaching and the Second Vatican Council. This, it must be clear, is not a move 

 
71 Pope Paul VI, Dignitatis Humanae, (December 7th, 1965), §3. Hereafter referred to as DH. 
72 DH, §1. 
73 DH, §2. 



261 

 

away from what hierocracy affirmed with respect to its ordered principles; rather, it is a 

reformulation of that model without an explicit appeal to papal monarchy, neutering its imperial 

dynamic though not necessarily negating it. It is a new interpretation of the importance of the 

power center of the Church and at least a rhetorical shift away from papal monarchy—whether or 

not one would say certain aspects still apply.74 Authority in the Church, it seems, comes from the 

Council, not individual popes. What this means more concretely is that conciliarity is imagined to 

be a key in which the Church in its fullness can move in via or, as John Chrysostom said, on the 

path together. It is, as Pope John Paul II explained on the concept of conciliarity, about the 

transformation of “the people” of a particular group into the universal “People of God.”75 

AGAINST ECONOMISM AND IMPERIAL GLOBALISM 

 

The Church’s shift to a conciliar, consciously and actively anti-imperial position did not start in 

the twentieth century. It was rooted in a longer trajectory possibly originating with the positions 

articulated Rerum Novarum, shifting the tone from issues against time to issues within time. It was 

a shift which explicitly politicized, for the Church, the temporal order. This is not to say that prior 

to Rerum Novarum the Church did not concern itself with the temporal affairs, as clearly the First 

Vatican Council did indeed do that. It is to say, rather, that temporal concerns were expressly 

understood to be the domain of the secular and therefore a lower order. With the secularization of 

society from the nineteenth century onward, the line blurred. As José Casanova explained, the 

reversal of the medieval world order was made powerful in modernity. Primary among politicizing 

 
74  Gregory Baum, for example, argued the most dynamic shift at the Second Vatican Council was not this 
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beyond the arrangement of world order. 
75 Pope John Paul II, Memory and Identity: Conversations at the Dawn of a Millennium, (New York: Rizzoli, 2005), 
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temporal power was a very broad, highly synthetic appeal to the economy as the foundation of the 

material world under liberalism’s advance. Even past the late Middle Ages, economies were a 

subset of temporal power. Yet in the development of liberal economic theory, growing rapidly in 

the seventeenth century, economic power not only was separated from states, but also elevated, 

arguably made supreme.76 That shift is the backdrop as to why economics and class relations 

becomes such a critical aspect of Catholic social teaching. CST does not start with a critique of 

capitalism or communism primarily, but it certainly develops one. The division between capital 

and labor was paramount to the era in which the Church effectively became modern, transitioning 

from a period where it resisted modernity as such. The Catholic position, as it was for Maritain 

and Sturzo as well, became an alternative position between capital and labor. This alternative 

position, then, was its critique of communism or socialism and capitalism.   

 The central propositions Leo XIII makes in Rerum Novarum are a doubled caution against 

economic systems (and states backing them) which fail to protect workers’ rights and also against 

systems which claim to be full prescriptive antidotes against those which fail to do so. This may 

not be immediately clear, but this is a critically important aspect which sets up the foundation of 

CST on Economy and State. To reiterate here, primarily, Rerum Novarum anticipates the twofold 

dialectic of the economic and territorial blocs which developed after the World Wars. On one side, 

there is a hyper individualized economism which prioritizes capital. On the other side, there is a 

hyper collectivized economism which prioritizes labor. Pavan made this point very clearly. Leo 

XIII a half century before Pavan, began this process by placing the individual within the common 

good, situating the role of the family, church, and state as safeguarding the common good, and 

positioning the common good as an effort based on mutual obligation. This is something that each 
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hyper individualized and collectivized position also articulated, but to their extremes. 77  The 

Catholic position, then, was an alternative path seeking balance aimed at harmony.  

 At the fortieth anniversary of Rerum Novarum, Pope Pius XI continued this logic against 

economism with Quadragesimo anno (1931). Written at the outset of the Great Depression, QA 

was critical in substantiating a Catholic position between capitalism and socialism, even finding 

itself a founding document of interwar fascist parties such as the Fatherland Front in Austria. 

Where Leo was not directly critical of capitalism, Pius XI was. A piece of Pius’ argument was that 

owners of capital had altered capitalism itself in its most modern iteration into “despotic economic 

domination.”78 Pius positioned the logic that capitalism was transformed from a system of profit 

making into economic domination by making the point that it had a single-sided benefit in its 

“unrestrained” form—well predicting a critique of capitalism as market fundamentalism by 

decades. This unrestrained economic domination, constituting interwar capitalism (specifically in 

the US and UK) was a form of social Darwinism wherein it permitted “the survival of those only 

who are strongest.”79 Pius’ belief was that capitalism, or the free market, had “committed suicide” 

by 1931 and an “economic dictatorship” had replaced the free market named as such.80  

 This did not mean that Pius, distinct from Leo, was in favor of socialism or communism 

against that economic dictatorship. It was that all these systems were “monstrous” and “cruel” 

economisms. Quadragesimo anno is remembered as deeply influential because, against those 

‘monstrous’ economisms, it promotes the principle of subsidiarity (the subsidiary function of 

social bodies). Pius’ writes in QA, “it is an injustice and at the same time a grave evil and 
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disturbance of right order to assign to a greater and higher association what lesser and subordinate 

organizations can do.”81 Interestingly, what was originally formulated as a critique regarding 

economisms, the concept of subsidiarity was used by postwar capitalists to criticize the State or 

interference by states in the economy. This was argued primarily by early neoliberals.82 But what 

was critical in importance is that CST, through Rerum Novarum and Quadragesimo anno, sets 

forth the logic which would become essential in the century-long contest between the two main 

economisms, capitalism and communism. Neither unfettered-capitalism or state-socialism (or 

communism) were suitable to CST or the Catholic Church, despite the latter half of the century in 

the papacies of John Paul II and Benedict XVI seeming to lean towards one side over the other.  

 Vatican II, inheriting the legacy of CST documents against modern economisms, turned 

the debate in a new direction. Rather than the divide between labor and capital in developed states, 

Vatican II begins to shift the discussion of economisms from a local to a global one. In line with 

the turn of the conciliar shift from a Eurocentric East vs. West worldview to a truly global one, 

Vatican II starts to talk about the significant differences between the underdeveloped South and 
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the superdeveloped North. John Paul XXIII’s Mater et Magistra (1961) and Paul VI’s Populorum 

Progressio (1967) are critical in developing a theory of Economy and State in relationship to the 

common good and the Church rooted in the tradition set forth by early CST. This is a further 

explanation on the theory of order developed at Vatican II. Mater et Magistra takes the foundation 

of Rerum Novarum and expands it to the international level, positioning the gap between rich and 

poor countries as the ‘social question’ of the era. While the document still affirms private property 

as an inherent right, John XXIII calls for expanded government intervention in the economic 

sphere.83 Social reconstruction, on international lines, requires solidarity according to John. This 

is contrasted against both “unrestricted competition in the liberal sense, and the Marxist creed of 

class warfare,” ultimately requiring these to be replaced with “Christian brotherhood.”84 Again, 

this is a rearticulation but also a reformulation of the older hierocratic paradigm wherein the moral 

order informs states which govern and have authority over economies. No longer hierocratic, this 

reformulation defined the Order of Love developed at the Second Vatican Council.  

 It is of course apparent what John XXIII means when he critiques Marxist class warfare. 

Each class has its own self-interests, and those interests are mutually exclusive—they are 

antagonistic and ultimately annihilating. But what does it mean when he writes about the liberal 

sense of competition? What is John XXIII’s concept of liberalism, a concept which has changed 

meanings repeatedly? Liberalism, as with any longstanding philosophical tradition, is inherently 

diverse and means many different things. Where in the interwar and immediate postwar period, 

the concept of liberalism was associated with progressive liberal internationalism, already by the 

sixties the neoliberal position was ascendant and rapidly so. Pietro Pavan can again act as a clue-

in for the thought behind the official teaching John XXIII’s words. Franco Biffi designates that 
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Pavan has five conditions which constitute liberal ideology. They are: 1) the amoralism of 

economic activity which has its own law, with no relation to the moral law; 2) the economic agent 

is an individual and individualism is the economic engine—the whole world can, therefore, be 

seen through the interest of the individual; 3) identification of collective interest rests with the sum 

of individual interests; 4) the balancing effect of free competition in the relation between prices 

and cost of production, between technical and material progress and productivity, between 

production and consumption, between different sectors of development and production, and in the 

natural selection of business enterprises based on efficiency; and, lastly, 5) the negative effect of 

state intervention—the state, in the liberal ideology Pavan constructed, can only have positive 

action in removing obstacles for the ‘free expansion’ of economic activity.85 With respect to the 

concept of efficiency in the liberal sense, that is a major subject of not only papal encyclicals but 

also Romano Guardini and Jacques Ellul, both of whom influence Pope Francis and his twenty-

first century papacy. Efficiency as a technocratic principle is, in this sense, not humanistic.  

 This principled construction of liberal ideology, attributed to Pavan by Biffi, is very telling. 

Just as Michael Bentley explained regarding the “crisis of liberalism” being a haunting of the 

liberal mind in the interwar period, strong critiques against liberalism would emerge out of this 

crisis. At the end of the nineteenth century, before progressive liberal internationalism became 

dominant, laissez-faire liberalism was the basis of capitalist exploitation of labor. At the outset of 

the Great Depression, a removal of government intervention and a renewed sense of laissez-faire 

liberalism became, briefly, dominant before the Red Wave and later the New Deal Coalition. By 

the sixties, when many of these encyclicals were written, the explicitly pro-business capitalism of 

neoliberals was taking hold against the New Deal liberalism that had dominated the immediate 

 
85 Biffi, Prophet of our Times: The Social Thought of Cardinal Pietro Pavan, 63. On the first condition, this is the 

general sense of many, including Carl Schmitt, who thought dominium was severed from other powers. 
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postwar era. Liberal internationalists, including those in the New Deal Coalition, were more 

focused on economics as a tool for the social order. Pavan, and it seems the popes along with him, 

are writing about both laissez-faire liberalism and neoliberalism, not liberalism itself or liberal 

internationalists, particularly New Deal or Keynesian variants. This point that the Catholic critique 

might not include or be aimed at New Deal liberalism is perhaps not immediately obvious, nor is 

it apparently clear what the differences between laissez-faire liberalism and neoliberalism are.   

 Early neoliberals indeed situated themselves as the heirs or revivalists of classical laissez-

faire liberalism.86 They even name their current institutions after that supposed revival.87 Roger 

Scruton said, “neoliberalism [is the] return to the principles of classical liberalism. In particular, 

the defense of the free economy, free trade, and small government.”88 But there are two points of 

significant divergence between classical liberalism and neoliberalism that, well before liberal 

internationalists picked up on them, CST was already observing. These divergences are, first, that 

the content of what is free in the free market and trade is relativized; and second, following the 

first, government cannot be ‘small’ at all. But as was the case for Friedrich Hayek and Ludwig von 

Mises, et. all, the State becomes the tool by which the economy is protected from collective 

 
86 Ralph Raico, Classical Liberalism and the Austrian School (Auburn: Ludwig von Mises Institute, 2012), 2.; cf. 

Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A Treatise on Economics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1949), 881.; 

Lorenzo Infantino, Individualism in Modern Thought: From Adam Smith to Hayek (London: Routledge, 1998), 114-

39. Raico’s text is sponsored by the libertarian thinktank named after Mises. It is specifically charged with promoting 

‘classical liberalism’ against liberalism which is progressive, internationalist, and interventionist. It is, for all intents 

and purposes, an institute designed with conflating ‘classical liberalism’ and ‘libertarianism’, as has been the case for 

many who follow the original neoliberals. 
87 The Mont Pèlerin Society, “Statement of Aims,” (April 8th, 1947), https://www.montpelerin.org/statement-of-aims/. 

They note here that ‘liberal’ is used in its European sense. Of liberal, they say it is “broadly epitomized by a preference 

for minimal and dispersed government, rather than in its current American sense which indicates the opposite 

preference for an extension and concentration of governmental powers.” It is a useful point to make, with respect to 

how different ‘classical liberalism’ is from liberal internationalism, but it also demonstrates how the word ‘liberal’ is 

utterly contested.  
88 Matthew T. Eggemeier and Peter Joseph Fritz, Send Lazarus: Catholicism and the Crises of Neoliberalism (New 

York: Fordham University Press, 2020), 3.; cf. Roger Scruton, Palgrave Macmillan Dictionary of Political Thought, 

3rd Edition (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 472. Eggemeier and Fritz note this is a normative and widely 

accepted definition for introducing neoliberalism. On this, see: Manfred Steger and Ravi K. Roy, Neoliberalism: A 

Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 1-20. Steger calls neoliberalism or “market 

globalism,” an example of “imperial globalism.” 

https://www.montpelerin.org/statement-of-aims/
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conceptions of the common good (i.e. through nationalism, democracy, or redistribution focused 

on social justice).89 The State is necessarily minimal and mitigating in those endeavors. The 

common good, to these neoliberals, is a concept to be treated with skepticism.  

 The first point, that the freedom of the “free economy” and “free trade” is relativized 

through neoliberalism is important. Neoliberalism does not primarily defend the unleashed or 

unfettered economy; rather, it is as Matthew Eggemeier and Peter Fritz say, in “vigilantly 

cultivating, supporting, and sustaining the world economy through political and legal measures 

and structures.”90 This buttresses Quinn Slobodian’s thesis against Karl Polanyi’s much more 

famous one.91 Slobodian says neoliberalism is not about liberating markets from states; it is, 

instead, about embedding the (global) economy so (national) states can defend it. The first point, 

then, is buttressed further against the second point. Unlike classical laissez-faire liberalism 

wherein a state should be small or possibly nonexistent, the idea of a state is sold to the masses as 

 
89 Friedrich Hayek, The Road to Serfdom, (London: Routledge and Sons, 1944), 124-25; Quinn Slobodian, Globalists: 

The End of Empire and the Birth of Neoliberalism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018), 121. In The Road to 

Serfdom, Hayek describes human rights. He specifically targets the Declaration of Human Rights (1939) by H.G. 

Wells, which argued for a list of eleven rights including education, health care, food, and employment. Hayek’s vision, 

counter to Wells, was not against the ‘material provisions’ so much as it opposed the limitations on freedom this would 

result in. 
90 Matthew T. Eggemeier and Peter Joseph Fritz, Send Lazarus: Catholicism and the Crises of Neoliberalism, 3. 
91 Quinn Slobodian, Globalists: The End of Empire and the Birth of Neoliberalism (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 2018), 16. Slobodian’s argument of what neoliberalism is can be simplified in the dictum “the encasement of 

the market in a spirit of militant globalism is a better way of describing the international dimensions of the neoliberal 

project than the Polanyian terms of dis-embedding the economy according to a doctrine of market fundamentalism.” 

Where Polanyi’s notion that the capitalist’s world economy ‘progressively eliminates’ barriers to its own functioning, 

to the point that it even destroys its own capacity for self-reproduction, does not accurately describe the early 

neoliberals. The Geneva School’s concept of capitalism, Slobodian believes they argued in favor of, needs a 

counterpart to save it from itself. That is precisely why Slobodian also favors Schmitt’s own distinction, and the 

distinction favored by the early neoliberals, between Imperium and Dominium as needing an essential balancing. 

Slobodian says, “by confronting and absorbing challenges, from workers’ insurance to the welfare state, capitalism 

secures the social conditions that allow it to persist.” And without those things, capitalism fails to function. The 

neoliberals, committed to capitalism and its functionality, are effectively pre-empting any opposition built in through 

capitalism’s inability to maintain itself without the dimension of Imperium or state power. Then, rather than a self-

regulating market and an economy which devours everything in its path as Polanyi and his followers say, neoliberals 

actually fought for an ‘ongoing settlement between imperium and dominium’ while pushing policies ‘to deepen the 

power of competition to shape and direct human life’. The normative vision of the world, for these neoliberal 

ordoglobalists, was not a borderless market without states; rather, it was a doubled world kept ‘safe from the demands 

for social justice and redistributive equality’ by the ‘guardians of the economic constitution.’ 
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small but is in fact very large, indeed virtually imperial in character. States are not only large but 

interventionist, not in the socialist mode or even in the liberal internationalist mode that Friedrich 

Hayek and Ludwig von Mises challenged so robustly, critiquing it for intervention and using that 

as a justification for their anti-Keynesian position. 92  The neoliberal State is, according to 

Eggemeier and Fritz, in a “hypercapitalist mode of responding to the needs of capital as an abstract, 

inscrutable force.”93 This logic generally fits with what Pavan and the popes are acknowledging 

about the problems with liberal economism being rooted in technocratic efficiency. It also helps 

explain why so many mistake the words of CST as perhaps being more friendly to liberalism or 

capitalism than communism and socialism. It is that they are in effect challenging a certain kind 

of liberalism wherein liberalism is equated with aggressive capitalism, rather than liberalism as 

such. If not seen through this economizing impulse, it is easy to mistake liberalism as something 

other than its former (classical) and current (neoliberal) iterations. This is a significant difference. 

 Six years after Mater et Magistra, following the conclusion of the Second Vatican Council, 

Paul VI’s Popularum Progressio (1967) continues to develop the economic theory of CST. This 

time, rather than the abstract challenge between labor and capital or in the ideological contest 

 
92 Friedrich Hayek, The Road to Serfdom, 96.; cf. Friedrich Hayek, The Fatal Conceit: The Errors of Socialism 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 42; Friedrich Hayek, Rules and Order, vol. 1 of Law, Legislation, and 

Liberty (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973), 132. There are two general transgressions to individual rights that 

Hayek speaks of. The first is the expropriation of business, whereby owners are suddenly ‘foreign minorities’ 

depending on the drawing of borders. This was the case in Central Europe after the breakup of the Habsburg Empire, 

making Hayek acutely and personally aware of the problem. The second is regarding the control of the exchange of 

money from one currency into another and thus creating a problem with international (border-based) finances. Hayek 

said of this limitation that it was, “the decisive advance on the path to totalitarianism and the suppression of individual 

liberty.” These types of rights advocated here by Hayek, Slobodian calls xenos rights. This notion is based in Hayek’s 

last published work where he speaks of the xenos as the guest-friend in early Greek history. Hayek said the guest-

friend or xenos was he “who was assured individual admission and protection within an alien territory.” And further, 

that this practice of assured individual admission meant that “trade must have developed very much as a matter of 

personal relations.” This is further distinguished for Hayek that “rules are required which make it possible at each 

moment to ascertain the boundary of the protected domain of each and thus to distinguish between the meum (that 

which is mine) and the tuum (that which is yours).” This is rooted, as Slobodian says, in the neoliberal commitment 

that imperium is fragmented and dominium is unified (or encased). 
93 Hayek, The Road to Serfdom, 96. 
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between liberalism and socialism, or even still in the problem between the developing rich and 

poor internationally, PP describes the problem between colonized and colonizer, including modern 

neocolonial forms.94 To Paul, the root cause of global poverty is the neocolonialism based on 

unfair trade agreements, debt, and the developed countries utilizing expansive military power to 

protect their assets over and against the underdeveloped or poorer nations. In a somewhat novel 

development in CST, Paul VI starts to position an explicit (or more explicit) limitation on private 

property stating that it is not an “absolute and unconditional right.”95 Relying on the Church fathers 

and the tradition from a preliberal and precapitalist era, Paul names St. Ambrose as influence and 

authority upon which to lean and says, “no one may appropriate surplus goods solely for his own 

private use when others lack the bare necessities of life.”96 There are many Church fathers from 

whom he could have drawn authority.97 Again, Paul harkens back to John XXIII’s position on 

mutual obligation. Paul develops this more critically and directly making it threefold: 1) mutual 

solidarity; 2) social justice; and 3) universal charity.98  To acquire or accomplish these three 

features of our mutual obligation, Paul appeals to the consciences of wealthy individuals to do the 

right thing.99 To Paul, doing anything less is a grave mistake. He says, “the future of world 

civilization” depends on fulfilling these duties.100 The concept of civilizations, though an implicit 

feature in Paul VI, becomes a normative battleground by the time of John Paul II’s late papacy.   

 The fight against economism during and immediately after Vatican II signaled three major 

 
94 Pope Paul VI, Populorum Progressio, (March 26th, 1967), §7; §52. Hereafter referred to as PP. 
95 PP, §23. 
96 PP, §23. 
97 On this, see: Peter Phan, Social Thought: Message of the Church Fathers (London: Michael Glazier, 1983). For an 

example, see John Chrysostom’s message that “not to enable the poor to share in our goods is to steal from them and 

deprive them of life. The goods we possess are not ours but theirs.” 
98 PP, §44. 
99 PP, §47. 
100 PP, §44. 
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‘signposts’ relevant to the emergence of modern CST, according to Eggemeier and Fritz.101 First, 

the Catholic Church opposes alternatives to capitalism which have central to their ideology a class 

antagonism (or warfare) generally and, specifically, champion the total abolition of private 

property. This includes but is not limited to classical Marxism, most every variant form of 

communism, and some forms of socialism described in Rerum Novarum onwards. Second, those 

two things considered, the Church also equally opposes unrestrained mercantilism, unregulated 

capitalism, and an ethos which fosters social forms of Darwinism and the logic of ‘survival of the 

fittest’. Third, and with increasing importance through globalization and modernization, there must 

be a more generous, charitable, and equitable distribution of private property and wealth through 

economic reform, political initiatives, and private charity rather than through (violent) revolution. 

This third and most critical point is not something to be addressed solely by national 

governments—it is an international issue which is related to the underdevelopment and 

superdevelopment of nations situated against the health of the global common good. It is the 

concern of the international community, which is why support for integration through the United 

Nations was so crucial.  

 These three points help us resituate the post-Vatican II landscape in some considerable 

ways. Especially in the West, there has been a narrative about the Church and its relationship with 

the United States and the Soviet Union, positioning it firmly on the side of the former against the 

latter. This has been perpetuated by Catholics such as George Weigel, Robert Sirico, Rocco 

Buttiglione, and Michael Novak.102 Because the encyclicals before, during, and after Vatican II 

 
101 Matthew T. Eggemeier and Peter Joseph Fritz, Send Lazarus: Catholicism and the Crises of Neoliberalism, 20. 
102 On this, see: George Weigel, Witness to Hope: The Biography of Pope John Paul II (New York: Harper, 1999); 

Robert Sirico, A Moral Basis for Liberty (Grand Rapids, MI: Acton Institute for the Study of Religion and Liberty, 

2012); Rocco Buttiglione, Karol Wojtyla: The Thought of the Man Who Became John Paul II (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans Press, 1997); Michael Novak, The Catholic Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (New York: The Free Press, 

1993).; cf. Matthew T. Eggemeier and Peter Joseph Fritz, Send Lazarus: Catholicism and the Crises of Neoliberalism, 
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are so clearly anti-totalitarian, making them readily applicable to some of the regimes of the early 

to mid-twentieth century, theirs was a compelling narrative even through the twilight of the Soviet 

Union. But was it true? In some ways yes and in other ways no, which is why precisely those three 

points are critical to keep in the backdrop as Pope John Paul II emerges. Having written some 

fourteen encyclicals, reigning in the third longest tenure in papal history behind Pius IX and St. 

Peter, Karol Wojtyła (1920-2005; r. 1978-2005), the Polish-born leader is today largely considered 

one of the most important and influential in modern history.  

 Owen Chadwick, in study of the Church during the Cold War, pointedly noted, “in all 

elections there is a reaction against the last incumbent.”103 Paul VI, according to Chadwick, was a 

man of the Curia. An insider. Therefore, by the backlash, there would not be a Curial cardinal 

elected pope. But to be elected, Chadwick notes, one must be known—and Albano Luciani, an 

Italian, was well known in Rome. Elected in August 1978, Luciani—not a man of the Curia—was 

a pastor and very outgoing, unlike his predecessor. Taking the name Pope John Paul I, the first 

double named pope in history, signaled through this choice he would follow John XXIII and the 

conciliar trajectory. He also, irregularly, added the ‘First’ to his title, where monarchs are not 

usually known as such until there is a titular successor. What was strangest of all, perhaps, was 

that Luciani was, according to Chadwick, “the first member of the industrial ‘proletariat’ to be 

elected Pope.”104 Though most in history were high-born or noble, there had been previous popes 

of “simple” or “low” birth, only from the rural peasantry. But thirty-three days after the start of his 

papacy, John Paul I was found dead.  

 The idea of an industrial proletarian taking the Throne of Peter was something which 

 
8. These are not necessarily incorrect in their presentations on things; that is not the point. It is simply to say that these 

texts have a pro-western agenda which usually fuses the positive qualities of democracy, capitalism, and Catholicism. 
103 Owen Chadwick, The Christian Church in the Cold War (New York: Penguin, 1993), 193.  
104 Chadwick, The Christian Church in the Cold War, 194. 
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lingered in the election of his successor. The tragic and untimely death of John Paul I had people, 

yet again, searching for a well-known curial Italian. But the recency of the election and the politics 

which played into it made it so choosing from an already vetted and determined set of Italian 

archbishops were ruled out. Karol Wojtyła was thought too young, at fifty-eight, to be elected 

during the previous election. But the death of Luciani made his youthfulness immediately plausible 

and even attractive. Wojtyła knew several languages, was internationally known beyond Rome, 

and was according to Chadwick a surprise popular hit with westerners because he was an Eastern 

European speaking out in favor of religious liberty at Vatican II—something which certainly 

appealed to anti-communists. He, also, while being strong on the bread and butter of Vatican II 

was also tough on abortion and contraception which made Wojtyła simultaneously appealing to 

the conservatives on social issues and palatable to some progressives on economic and state issues. 

That said, the Italians did not want him. Chadwick states, “the ethical liberals did not want him, 

nor did most of the Italians, for they were also electing a Bishop of Rome and a primate of Italy.”105 

Five hundred years after the Council of Constance, it seemed the issue of nationality and national 

capture was still very critical to ecclesiastical, and especially papal politics.  

 Though the election of Wojtyła was not welcomed by the Italians looking to maintain a 

national lock on the office, it signaled some significant things to the Catholic world. To westerners, 

it appeared at least basically that John Paul II would be a friend to many causes related to religious 

liberty and social conservatism. To the broader world, it made it clear that the mission of making 

the Church more global through Vatican II was taking effect. There was, now, tangible proof of 

this. But perhaps most importantly, and certainly for the first time, it was that there was an Eastern 

European taking the office—something that seemed unimaginable prior to this. Chadwick notes 

 
105 Chadwick, The Christian Church in the Cold War, 195.  
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that while the Slavic world celebrated his ascendancy to the papacy, there were still notable 

questions. Repeating tired stereotypes about the Slavic people and faith, Chadwick noted that 

Wojtyła “came from a country where the religion of the people was warm, emotional, 

unsophisticated and on occasion superstitious.”106 In effect, the question was whether John Paul II 

would be a Slavic Catholic or a Catholic Slav? John Paul II was, also, strongly against things that 

western, more liberal Catholics wanted like birth control and the ordination of married priests. 

Because of Vatican II and the liberalization and secularization of Europe and the United States, 

John Paul II inherited a more divided Church than any prior to him in at least a century.  

 The second major question was how, exactly, this would impact Eastern Europe and 

Europe more generally. Though still many years before Perestroika, the Soviet Union was already 

starting to shift in some ways. From religious liberty to a resurgence of coupling national identity 

with religious belonging (especially apparent in 1988), things were already notably different in the 

East than the decades before. What would the effect of an Eastern European pope be on Eastern 

Europe? This was the first pope since 1522 which, Chadwick notes, situated Italy not as “the base 

of papal existence, [but as] one country among a lot of countries.”107 It put Central and Eastern 

Europe not at the fringe of the concept of Europe or the project of European integration—still 

lingering along, attempting to integrate into a functional union—but much closer to the center. 

Eastern Europe, including several states occupied or administered by the Soviet Union, became a 

battleground not only for the capitalist, liberal West but also for the Catholic Church. Not in 

bipolarity, but perhaps tripolarity was the Church situated as a guardian, steward, and interested 

party in the politics of the region.  

 Not long after his election, John Paul II’s Redemptor Hominis (1979) was published, 

 
106 Chadwick, The Christian Church in the Cold War, 195. 
107 Chadwick, The Christian Church in the Cold War, 195. 
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situating the central point of his papacy: that in spite of the many innovations and problems in the 

world, that in spite of the perceived dispute over the spirit and the letter of Vatican II, the principle 

for answering all of society’s and humanity’s questions is the truth of Christ. Though Laborem 

Exercens (1981) is often considered John Paul II’s first social encyclical, already in Dives in 

Misericordia (1980) he starts to make a significant point about a rising mindset, a mentality present 

in the modern world. He says, 

The present-day mentality, more perhaps than that of people in the past, seems opposed to 

a God of mercy, and in fact tends to exclude from life and to remove from the human heart 

the very idea of mercy. The word and the concept of ‘mercy’ seem to cause uneasiness in 

man, who, thanks to the enormous development of science and technology, never before 

known in history, has become the master of the earth and has subdued and dominated it. 

This dominion over the earth, sometimes understood in a one-sided and superficial way, 

seems to have no room for mercy.108 

Dominion, in the way it exists through modern technological and scientific progress, excludes 

mercy. That is a striking critique of society worldwide that is not necessarily against one 

economism or another, but instead against the root issue of dominion over nature and humanity’s 

subjugation to that multi-century project. This is an implicit critique of the technocratic concept of 

efficiency, swirling around the postwar ether, advanced by liberals and communists alike.  

 The idea that John Paul II focused on communism from the East instead of capitalism from 

the West is made demonstrably untrue by his first visit to the United States. In 1979, in his homily 

from Yankee Stadium in New York City, John Paul II says something rather poignant: 

The parable of the rich man and Lazarus must always be present in our memory; it must 

form our conscience. Christ demands openness to our brothers and sisters in need—

openness from the rich, the affluent, the economically advanced; openness to the poor, the 

underdeveloped and the disadvantaged. Christ demands an openness that is more than 

benign attention, more than token actions or half-hearted efforts that leave the poor as 

destitute as before or even more so.109 

 
108 Pope John Paul II, Dives in Misericordia, (November 30th, 1980), §2. Hereafter referred to as DM. 
109 John Paul II, “Homily.” 1979 Yankee Stadium. 
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Christ, the answer to all our questions in the mind of John Paul II, demands mercy. This demand, 

he continues, translates “into contemporary terms… in terms of economics and politics.”110 This 

is precisely where he names the issue of ‘economism’.  

 John Paul II was contending with the development of liberation theology and the Marxist 

influence on that strand of thought. His critique of economism as such attempted to bring it back 

closer to the more specific critique his papacy had of the Soviet Union and the more general 

critique he had of unregulated capitalism. The impulse seemed agreeable, but liberationist 

expression was suppressed. In Laborem Exercens, John Paul II develops this concept of 

economism at much greater lengths. He criticizes modern, industrial, capitalist organizations of 

work which in effect negated human subjectivity from work and reduced the human person to their 

economic ability and productivity. In effect, this turned homo sapiens into homo economicus. 

Since Quadragesimo anno, CST has posited that labor is prioritized over capital because capital 

is the fruit of labor. This simple position is expanded by John Paul II not only in Laborem 

Exercens, but also his second and third social encyclicals, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (1987) and 

Centesimus Annus (1991).   

 It is almost cliché at this point to connect the relationship of John Paul II’s life to his 

encyclicals, most specifically to the trade unions in Poland he supported. It is well known, 

especially to those who lived through the time, that John Paul II was a quarry and factory worker 

as a youth and that he was an outspoken supporter of the Solidarity Movement in Poland. Cliché 

or well-known as they may be, this biographical data is, however, significant. Founded on 

September 17th, 1980, the Solidarity Movement which in part served to inspire Laborem Exercens 

set John Paul II on a trajectory which simultaneously impacted his critique of the Eastern ‘bloc’ 

 
110 John Paul II, “Homily.” 1979 Yankee Stadium. 
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and reception by the West. One of the central points developed in LE, growing from his support 

of the Solidarity Movement, is that work is at the center of the social question.111 To understand 

the social question, and work at the center, we need to understand how work relates to dignity.  

 Human dignity is based, at least in some large measure, on work.112 This is rooted in the 

dictum that God originally made humans to “subdue, to dominate, the earth” and participate in 

God’s creative activity.113 Remember, this is already an interesting point given his 1979 speech 

commenting on the problem of dominion as it relates to wealth and inequality. Yet, in the fashion 

of John Paul II, he was able to hold both together while critiquing the extremities. This thesis at 

the center of Laborem Exercens makes it so human work is coterminous and related directly to 

God’s creative activity. Therefore, humanity’s work is God’s work, allowing us a participatory 

element in our work which affirms dignity being, in part, related to work. John Paul II had a gift 

with making theological arguments directly impacting economic and social ones, and this was a 

perfect example of that. This coterminous work, wherein human work is related to divine activity, 

is brought to material arguments which relate to trade unions, labor conditions, and degradation of 

the actual work itself due to exploitation or the reduction of human beings to their economic output 

(as defined by the economisms). Humans are, to put it colloquially, more than their wage-earning 

jobs. Their job, speaking theologically, is to do God’s work. Human work, John Paul II says, aims 

not only at “earthly progress,” but at the “development of the Kingdom of God.”114  

 This spiritual-temporal formula is a more important and telling point than may be initially 

clear. John Paul II situating human work which develops ‘earthly progress’ alongside the 

development of the Kingdom of God is a subtle critique against both Soviet and capitalist 

 
111 Pope John Paul II, Laborem exercens, (September 14th, 1981), §2-3. Hereafter referred to as LE. 
112 LE, §1. 
113 LE, §4; Gen 1:28. 
114 LE, §27.  
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economisms. Frequently charged with ‘immanentizing the eschaton’, communism in general was 

seen often as attempting to construct the Kingdom of God on earth without paying mind to the 

eschatological moment.115 On the other hand, this is also true of capitalists but in the reverse. 

Where they often recognized the futility of that immanentization, they would leave weakened the 

social sphere of earthly development because, ultimately, it would be all for naught. John Paul II 

recognized these two things needed balance and earthly development leads to the Kingdom of 

God—a position taken since Rerum Novarum with Catholics and popular with Christian social 

gospelers in the interwar and prewar era. Their relationship is critical. And it is the backbone for 

his general critique of the economisms ruling the day.  

 But that point alone is not Laborem Exercens’ greatest contribution to CST. The connection 

between earthly and heavenly work is, rather, a more definitive articulation of something that has 

been implicit since Rerum Novarum. John Paul II formulates the “principle of the priority of labor 

over capital.”116 This, unlike the socialists or communists, is not about the class antagonism or 

class warfare. Rather, by “labor” John Paul II means human work itself which therefore includes 

all workers. What he means by “capital,” then, is somewhat different also even when compared to 

past statements in CST. For prior popes this term was at least referring in part to a class of people 

who in fact owned the means of production and profited from that ownership, John Paul II in a 

rather clever if not controversial way deflects. Capital, to him, is the means of production itself 

(not the ownership of it), including tools, machines, factories, and anything else like that and is 

 
115  The phrase originally comes from Eric Voegelin in The New Science of Politics (1952). It pertained to 

understanding Gnosticism in relationship to Nazism and Communism, which he believed had a gnostic impulse. It 

was popularized by William F. Buckley who made it a slogan for Young Americans for Freedom throughout the Cold 

War. The idea was further developed by the deeply influential historian of Russian thought, James H. Billington in 

Fire in the Minds of Men: Origins of the Revolutionary Faith (1980). Billington argued that the entire revolutionary 

logic of what has so far been discussed as the “permanent revolution” has these elements to it. 
116 LE, §12. 
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symbolized in his mind by “the work bench.” 117  Though he has disrupted the common 

understanding of labor and capital for this newer, class-warfare-free version of both, the essential 

point he is making is more complicated than just a new lexicon. John Paul II is attempting to 

position the more ultimate point of the principle of the priority of labor over capital comes from 

the grounds that it is based on “the primacy of man over things.”118 While this broader point is 

perhaps obvious to Catholics, as it is central to the tradition for centuries, it was certainly not 

generically understood by the blocs East and West, especially as it pertained to the global poor or 

even their own subjects. This, again, was aimed directly at the technocratic concept of efficiency 

popular in both the neoliberal West and the communist East. Further, this more ultimate point—

coming in through the problem of labor and capital—serves as the basis of the critique against the 

modern world that is already present in John Paul II’s 1979 speech. The issue is not labor versus 

capital, it is Man versus the Machine.  

 Just like Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi wrote about in 1939, the machine was already 

invented.119 Was humanity, then, to become the machine’s slave? Written in the wake of Black 

Monday (October 19th, 1987), the largest economic collapse since the Great Depression, John Paul 

II published Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (1987). It commemorated the anniversary of Paul VI’s 

Populorum Progressio and developed his own critique of economism set forth in Laborem 

 
117 LE, §23. 
118 LE, §12. 
119 Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi, The Totalitarian State Against Man (Glarus, Switzerland: Paneuropa Editions, 

1939), 15. His thesis was not so much that nationalism per se was the totalitarian threat against humankind. Rather, 

totalitarianism was essential to statism and statism was indeed utilized by nationalists in the interwar period to be 

totalitarian. Well after he outlined his theory of European integration in Paneuropa (1925), Coudenhove-Kalergi 

turned his attention to the rise of totalitarianism within and around Europe. His first dictum is that, “man is a creature 

of God. The state is a creature of man. It follows that the state exists for the sake of man and not man for the sake of 

the state.” Humans, therefore, are not a means to the end of the state; rather, the means to an end for humans is the 

state. He says, “the value of the state is exactly the value of its services to human beings; in so much as it serves to 

develop man it is good—so soon as it hinders the development of man it is evil.” The state, Coudenhove-Kalergi 

argues, “can thus be either the friend or the enemy of humanity according as it stimulates or hinders man’s freedom, 

security and development.” He concludes his initial set of conditions with the general principle, “man is a being, and 

the state is his tool—for good or for evil” (16). 
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Exercens. Similar to how PP develops CST along global lines, SRS situates John Paul II’s critique 

of economism to the more concrete problem of the superdeveloped North and the underdeveloped 

South focusing on their interdependency. While John Paul II is often written as a historical figure 

concerned primarily with the East-West and communist-capitalist divide, SRS shows the limits of 

that framework. SRS focused on the North-South divide fundamentally challenges that narrative. 

By 1987, according to SRS, “the human family had reached a crisis stage in the relationship 

between the minority rich and the majority poor.”120 What this document does, and it does it in no 

soft terms, is positions West-capitalism and East-communism not as the two poles of the world 

but as competing economisms which are ravaging the South. Further, and more importantly, these 

‘blocs’ are ravaging the South through what Eggemeier and Fritz called “new imperialisms.”121   

 SRS frames this issue of blocs and imperialism bluntly saying, “each of the two blocs 

harbors its own way a tendency towards imperialism, as it is usually called, or towards forms of 

new- colonialism: an easy temptation to which they frequently succumb, as history, including 

recent history, teaches.”122 And further outlines, 

It is important to note therefore that a world which is divided into blocs, sustained by rigid 

ideologies, and in which instead of interdependence and solidarity different forms of 

imperialism hold sway, can only be a world subject to structures of sin. The sum total of 

the negative factors working against a true awareness of the universal common good, and 

the need to further it, gives the impression of creating, in persons and institutions, an 

obstacle which is difficult to overcome.123 

For John Paul II, by 1987 “the human family had reached a crisis stage in the relationship between 

the minority rich and majority poor.” 124  This new colonialism, a form of imperialism, was 

 
120 Matthew T. Eggemeier and Peter Joseph Fritz, Send Lazarus: Catholicism and the Crises of Neoliberalism, 25.; cf. 

Curran, Himes, and Shannon, “Commentary.” 
121 Eggemeier and Fritz, Send Lazarus: Catholicism and the Crises of Neoliberalism, 25. 
122 Pope John Paul II, Sollicitudo rei socialis, (December 30th, 1987), §22. Hereafter referred to as SRS. 
123 SRS, §36. 
124 Curran, Himes, and Shannon, “Commentary,” 415. 
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fundamentally bigger than the contest between capitalism and communism. It was about 

superdeveloped economisms taking advantage of the underdeveloped. It was a global, not regional 

East-West problem. This is arguably the biggest development in the framework of modern 

Catholic globalism since it emerged in the interwar period.  

 The reason that many historians and public hagiographers in the West treat John Paul II’s 

anticommunism at length should be somewhat apparent. Soviet communism was an actually-

existent, tangible, material economism which threatened the world. It also explicitly threatened the 

Christian religion, in tangible, actually-existent, material ways. But nothing within his encyclicals 

or even the tradition itself should imply that for John Paul II communism was the greater of the 

two threats, even if it was the more immediate one. John Paul II had a much larger perspective on 

the problems which faced the geopolitical order and in particular the world order after the postwar 

settlement. Thus, in a very material and concrete sense, John Paul II was positioning the Holy See 

as a third pole between the East-West economisms which was speaking not for one region or 

another, but the entire world with a preferential option for the developing, global poor.   

 Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, Eggemeier and Fritz believe, culminates in two central themes 

which are based in large part off of the controversial liberation theologies which preceded it. First, 

as with John Paul II’s normal commitments, it upholds a sense of solidarity. Second, and perhaps 

more original or surprising, is its commitment to “structures of sin.”125 Building upon the 1984 

apostolic exhortation Reconciliatio et Paenitentia, John Paul II develops his formerly outlined 

concept of “social sin.” In the 1984 text, social sin had three possible meanings: 1) that each 

individual’s sin affects others; 2) sins against love of neighbor, which are always social in nature; 

and 3) ill relationships between social or human communities.126 John Paul II brings these together 

 
125 SRS, §35-40. 
126 Eggemeier and Fritz, Send Lazarus: Catholicism and the Crises of Neoliberalism, 26. 
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to say that social sins are “the result of the accumulation and concentration of many personal 

sins.”127 This concept, developed in SRS as structures of sin rather than social sin, is not to argue 

that there is a counterpart to individual sin. It is, rather, that any understanding of social conditions 

or society itself must deploy an understanding of sin which is at the root of our nature, therefore 

coloring all human sociality, including institutions and structures. It says one must “give a name 

to the root of the evils that affect us.”128 And in the case of the argument developed in SRS with 

respect to the blocs and their economisms, it is precisely that—imperialism and colonialism as 

well as idolatry—which is the structure of sin at the core of each bloc.  

 Required by everyone, but especially those whom the economistic bloc privileges, is a 

conversion. Conversion, a major theme of SRS, is the way out.129 While John Paul II is certainly 

employing the common logic of conversion meaning a metanoia, it is put in explicitly social 

language—buttressed by the concept of structures of sin. To John Paul II, then, it is solidarity 

which is the way out of structures of sin. And specifically, solidarity is “recogniz[ing] one another 

as persons,” and it is most certainly a social virtue. 130  Solidarity against structures of sin, 

particularly structures of sin which uphold the economistic blocs both capitalist and communist, 

is what is needed. He explains that true solidarity is based foundationally in the communion 

between the divine persons, where seeing the other person as a person has the other “[become] the 

living image of God the Father, redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ and placed under the 

permanent action of the Holy Spirit.”131 Precisely this is the challenge to the this-worldly logic of 

the economisms it critiques, Eggemeier and Fritz suggest. It issues a challenge to the structures of 

 
127 Eggemeier and Fritz, Send Lazarus: Catholicism and the Crises of Neoliberalism, 26. 
128 SRS, §36. 
129 SRS, §38. 
130 SRS, §39. 
131 SRS, §40. 
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sin which would “produce the danger of war and excessive preoccupation with personality 

security,” and would further deprive the weaker nations of the world of their “autonomy [and] 

freedom of decision.”132 In effect, solidarity results in allowing even the least of these to be fully 

human and fully free. The imperial blocs are in a large part what stops the world from doing this.  

 Solidarity is both its secular meaning of mutual recognition of persons as persons, but it is 

also “the specifically Christian dimension of total gratuity, forgiveness, and reconciliation.”133 

This reconciliatory characteristic, coupled with its global scope, makes it quite apparent that it is 

embodying the conciliar globalism ushered in through Catholic social teaching and made dominant 

after Vatican II. The North’s economisms make sure that the global common good is stifled 

through a non-conciliarity or competitive anti-conciliatory zero-sum game. John Paul II is 

reframing development and international relations alternatively by way of lifting it out of strictly 

economic definitions and conditions. It is written, “development which is merely economic is 

incapable of setting man free, on the contrary, it will end by enslaving him further… Human beings 

are totally free only when they are completely themselves, in the fullness of their rights and 

duties.”134 Though this encyclical was released in 1987, the writing was on the wall. By 1989, the 

Berlin Wall had fallen. And by 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed. Within two years of the Berlin 

Wall’s fall and Polish Independence Day (December 29), John Paul II released Centesimus Annus, 

celebrating the centennial of Rerum Novarum. This was specifically to comment on the new shift 

from two economisms down to one. Thus, human society moved from the bipolar world to the 

unipolar moment. It was, some said, the end of history. Really, it was anything but.  

 The liberal order, transforming throughout the postwar era, is challenged today in a variety 

 
132  SRS, §39; Matthew T. Eggemeier and Peter Joseph Fritz, Send Lazarus: Catholicism and the Crises of 

Neoliberalism, 27. 
133 SRS, §40. 
134 SRS, §46. 
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of ways. From an opposition to expertise found in science and medicine to a skepticism of the 

media, criticism of experts is a mainstream thrust of antiliberalism. Further, there is a general trend 

not outside the neoliberal order but within it towards antiliberal nationalism, agitating for 

separation of peoples and powers. These antiliberals, building on distrust against expertise, have 

challenged the essential core of integration which built the postwar order’s logic. The postwar 

order, liberal as it was in its construction, was never purely liberal. The globalism which 

underpinned the values holding the order together were, from the start, developed by a range of 

actors. Where the new order built after the Second World War was once strong, today it is 

challenged and weakened creating much fear about the future. That challenge and those fears, it 

seems, dominates the contemporary social imagination. While there are still avenues in which state 

and political integration occur, disintegration looms heavy on the hearts and minds of liberals, 

Catholics, and other globalists alike. Should neoliberal variants continue to assume rights in the 

negative, property over people, and the primacy of the economy over both states and the Order of 

Love, the Church will assume an antagonistic role.   

 The liberal order, if it is anything, is today the neoliberal’s economic order. That 

neoliberalism dominates the contemporary liberal economic framework is virtually undenied by 

critics and champions alike. Pope Francis, against neoliberal dominance, said in Fratelli tutti, “the 

marketplace, by itself, cannot resolve every problem, however much we are asked to believe this 

dogma of neoliberal faith.”135 Human dignity, and therefore human rights, must be “back at the 

centre and on that pillar build the alternative social structures we need.”136 Drew Christiansen, 

warning that the institutions of the liberal’s order have eroded and the challenge of the future will 

 
135 Pope Francis, Fratelli tutti (October 3rd, 2020), §168.  
136  Pope Francis, “Address to Participants in the World Meeting of Popular Movements,” (5 November 

2016): L’Osservatore Romano, 7-8 November 2016, §4-5. 

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2014/october/documents/papa-francesco_20141028_incontro-mondiale-movimenti-popolari.html
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be to recover human dignity for the common good, situates the Church, again, as a strong pole in 

multipolar politics. He said, “Within living memory, Catholicism has known hours of darkness 

and shone light on the path out. It will do so again.”137 Common ground was found once before in 

the conciliar effort to uphold power-sharing, affirm diversity-in-unity, and critique superordinate 

power; that common ground may still be found again.  

 
137 Drew Christiansen, “The Once and Future World: Global Catholicism amid the Decline of the Liberal World 

Order,” Journal of Catholic Social Thought 16, No. 2 (2019), 208. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

THREE PROPOSITIONS OF THE CONCILIAR THEORY OVER THE LONGUE DURÉE 

 

This project has a fundamental assumption: The conciliar theory is larger than the proposition of 

a general council having authority over a pope. It is also larger than the late medieval conciliar 

movement. The conciliar theory has evolved over time and, through serial contextualization, been 

shown to have been applied in many ways. Despite the content adapting to changing historical 

conditions, the conciliar theory, the influence of conciliarists, and the concept of conciliarity itself 

have internal coherence.   

 Several distinct propositions render these changes sensible over the longue durée, 

providing a foundation for these concluding remarks. Three central propositions framing the 

conciliar theory from the late Middle Ages through the twentieth century are: 1) a paradigm of 

power-sharing; 2) an affirmation of diversity-in-unity; and 3) an opposition to superordinate power 

centers. The conciliar theory certainly started as a challenge to papal monarchy, but it became so 

much more and rapidly so.1 Michael Breidenbach’s notion that in early modernity conciliarism 

became a paradigm for representation and consent against absolute monarchs, also, is not the end 

of the line. Conciliarity was applied to the separation of powers just as it was much later to their 

integration. Those three propositions frame the conciliar theory, but in different ways for different 

reasons. Its transformation through time can be sketched into an outline of the impact of the 

conciliar theory over time. Conciliarists, in nearly every era, held closely those three propositions. 

 
1  The conciliar theory started as a challenge to papal monarchy but was, again, not original in its medieval 

construction. Conciliarity as a condition of the Church, or even a procedure for decision-making, is a much more 

ancient dynamic which is arguably the original model of ecclesiastical governance. Arguably, one could just as 

reasonably assert that centralized papal monarchy was a conscious construction against this original dynamic. Thus, 

in that way, one would say the conciliar theory is an attempt at reviving the original position and does not begin there. 

But the conciliar theory is not consciously constructed at first in this way, holding its medieval development as its true 

origins as a political and ecclesiastical response to the centralized papal monarchy. 
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If one looks closely enough, it should be no controversy to call it a grand tradition of thought 

having wisdom for the world today.   

 Support for democracy, Jacques Maritain suggested, is not a liberal innovation—it is a 

paradigm of power-sharing. Though early globalists often framed democracy as a liberal project, 

Maritain took democracy to be something prior to and larger than liberalism. Democracy, being 

the power of the people, can only be understood against what it is not. Thomas Aquinas, when he 

reappropriated Aristotle’s classical formula, argued that the ideal political arrangement required 

the highest authority be one person. Against the rule of a few (aristocracy) and the rule of many 

(democracy), monarchy was the arrangement which could actualize the sacramental order in 

temporal life most perfectly.2 That arrangement, applied institutionally, was one which prioritized 

the power of princes over the peasantry and, when applied ecclesiastically, privileged the power 

of the papacy even over temporal monarchs. In the dispute between Giles of Rome and John of 

Paris, their division is not over the problem of monarchy per se; it is over the problem of unity and 

diversity applied respectively to the two powers, spiritual and temporal. Though both saw the 

beauty and reality of diversity in the world, John’s argument against Giles was that God must 

prefer diversity as it was the apparent order of things in the temporal sphere. That, therefore, meant 

God’s preference towards diversity in human life demanded there could not be a sovereign over 

human society singularly wielding all power. Diversity was preferred, upholding God’s sole claim 

to unity. Power, then, must reflect that fact.  

 
2 Thomas Aquinas, “On Kingship, to the King of Cyprus,” in Political Writings, trans. R.W. Dyson (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004), Bk 1, ch 1. For more on Aquinas and his political theory, see: Thomas Gilby, 

Between Community and Society: A Philosophy and Theology of the State (London: Longmans, Green and Co, 1953). 

Thomas Aquinas has been called a republican at times for his usage or deployment of concepts such as limited 

sovereignty or popular will. For a helpful overview, see: James R. Stoner, Jr., “Was Thomas Aquinas a Republican?” 

Panel on “Religion and Politics,” at the Southern Political Science Association in New Orleans, Louisiana (Jan. 2007). 

https://faculty.lsu.edu/poston/files/talks/was-thomas-aquinas-a-republican.pdf. Realistically, it seems that the term 

‘republican’ seems too loose to be applied to Aquinas even though republicanism shares many overlapping concerns. 

He is a monarchist with positions readily applicable to republicanism. 

https://faculty.lsu.edu/poston/files/talks/was-thomas-aquinas-a-republican.pdf
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 The general council as a mediator of power, attempting to challenge claims to unitary 

authority, was a way of not only separating powers institutionally but also to disperse power from 

one to more-than-one. Though not democracy in the way normally understood today, the conciliar 

theory has within it a logic which prioritizes power-sharing over power centers. A key component 

of the conciliar theory in all periods examined is the way in which it challenges unitary authority 

and disperses that power from one to more-than-one. This is the essential aim of the proposition 

that framed conciliarism as it emerged: the authority of council-over-pope. But moving from one 

to more-than-one is not limited whatsoever by appealing to a general council—conciliarity was 

often used to justify the authority of more than one monarch and, for Maritain, it was a way to 

defend democracy. Even in the example of the Spanish conciliarists instrumentalizing the conciliar 

theory to defend the sovereignty of Emperor Charles V Habsburg, the same is true. It is not that 

the imperial power center, even in this sixteenth century conciliar model, was singular; these 

imperialists recognized the papacy as another pole of power, rejecting the hierocratic model—still 

self-understood and promoted as normative within the papal court.3 Thus, even in an example 

wherein conciliarity was used for temporal imperial designs, the move is from one to multiple 

centers of power. The conciliar theory, even applied in its most imperial form, upheld power-

sharing as a critical component of its framework. There is no conciliar framework wherein 

authority is placed in one office exclusively. As such, it was a generative force in antipapal and 

then antimonarchical movements, despite the conciliar theory not inherently being antipapal or 

antimonarchical. Where there were two (duo sunt), there would never be only one (unam sanctum). 

It was an arrangement making a claim on the order of the Roman social imaginary at various times. 

 A paradigm of power-sharing was an acknowledgement of the normative conciliarist 

 
3 The tension between conciliarism and papalism vis-à-vis Spanish writers is discussed in Chapter 2. Papalism 

becomes a defense of hierocracy generally but has conciliar characteristics depending on the circumstances. 
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answer to the problem of balancing diversity and unity. Conciliarists in all periods balanced their 

relationship with an affirmation of diversity-in-unity. Diversity-in-unity conceptually is a twofold 

move regarding that relationship in first recognizing diversity’s primacy in the temporal realm and 

second affirming it as something to be defended in unity. This was argued by John of Paris. It was 

argued by the golden age conciliarists such as Marsilius and Dante. It was, also, a central problem 

with early modern republicans and twentieth century liberals. This commitment to first recognizing 

diversity’s primacy and then affirming it in unity was, from the late Middle Ages to the twentieth 

century, a guiding principle for the conciliar theory. From its first articulation as a defense of God’s 

preference for diversity to its later defense as pluralism, this proposition was promoted by 

conciliarists in all eras.   

 A council’s authority acted as the model by which the expressed desire of the many could 

be executed in the one, by way of representation and consent through consensus. This logic, 

patterned throughout late medieval general councils, propelled the conciliar movement to 

prominence in political and ecclesiastical thought in its late medieval controversy. Where it was 

apparent that vested interests competed over the highest power centers—none more than the 

papacy itself—the framework for representation through consensus at a general council could 

execute on behalf of power-shared. But this sense of shared power, represented in consensus, was 

not merely promoting diversity over unity. It was to reflect Christendom as a diverse realm, still 

united in its unitive social imaginary. Power sharing in the conciliar theory was, in other words, 

always affirming diversity-in-unity—at least until Christendom as a unitary lure was no longer 

tenable. Ben Rosamond, describing European federalists in the twentieth century, suggested their 

central quest was in finding the ‘optimal balance’ between unity and diversity, framing their 
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pluralistic solution as a ‘magic formula’.4 A commitment to council-authority as a method of 

finding an optimal balance between the powers was a sensible logic over the five centuries the 

conciliar theory held influence.  

 King George of Poděbrady’s late medieval conciliar peace treaty was not the model of the 

early modern period, but it may have been a spiritual template for what arose in the twentieth 

century. It was a conciliar model which reframed the unitive and imagined Christendom through 

a paradigm of power-sharing and an affirmation of diversity-in-unity. Though it is true that 

conciliarists cannot be said to be opposed to empire as a matter of definition, there is a definitional 

quality to the conciliar theory being a critique against superordinate power centers. This is true 

from the emergence of conciliar critiques against the papacy all the way through the present day. 

Shifting power from one to more-than one and affirming diversity-in-unity required that power 

could not exist beyond its system of classification. What this means is that if a theory of order 

requires council-authority as a mediator of power, for example, one could not place an imperial 

center above that. The system of classification requires an implicit logic that regimes are structured 

as one-amongst-others like it. Monarchs, in this frame, would exist alongside other monarchs. This 

would be the framework used, as Francis Oakley suggested, even by the papacy at the Council of 

Constance in affirming conciliarism yet rejected by the Council of Florence. But we know, as with 

the reality of Charles V’s empire-building project, that the conciliar theory could be a useful tool 

for imperial designs too. One can explain this apparent conundrum by understanding that the 

framework does not deflect from the critique of a superordinate power. The critique at that level 

is not against the monarchical principle, it is against the papacy’s superordinate claim to kingship 

above other kinds of kingship. That same logic was precisely the one used by John of Paris when 

 
4 Ben Rosamond, Theories of European Integration (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000), 24. 
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defending King Philip IV of France, but it was also the same logic used by republicans and 

parliamentarians critiquing any temporal crown. Thus, if one affirmed monarchy—as many 

conciliarists did—the critique of superordinate power would not apply to a crown like others. If 

one rejected monarchy—as other conciliarists did—the critique of superordinate power applied to 

all crowns. With the twentieth century influence of conciliarity on political and economic 

integration, supranational organization was a challenge to the superordinate power of nation-states 

over the international community. The logic requires one knows the political commitments or aims 

of the conciliarists in question, yet the conciliar theory’s essential critique of superordinate power 

remains consistent across the spectrum.   

 A paradigm of power-sharing, an affirmation of diversity-in-unity, and an opposition to 

superordinate power provide an internal logic to the conciliar theory. These three propositions 

situate conciliarity over time. Through serial contextualization, it has been shown that these three 

apply not only in the emergence and popularization of the conciliar theory, but to those influenced 

by it later. The paradigm of power-sharing helps locate the immediate need for the separation of 

powers being the impetus for conciliarism’s rise during the late medieval period. An affirmation 

of diversity-in-unity helps explain the fundamental theory of order which the balance of the two 

powers maintained, both institutionally and in the social imaginary. And the critique of or 

opposition to superordinate power centers positions the fundamental logic of the conciliar theory 

not as one which is council-over-pope, but as one which affirms power-shared and diversity-in-

unity in a new arrangement of order. Though often generative in the separation of power through 

these three components, conciliarists always reorganized their theory of order aimed at integration. 

It is a separation of the wheat from the chaff, imagining a new order. 
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CONCILIARITY, NATIONALISM, AND THE ROMAN SOCIAL IMAGINARY 

 

The sense that Christendom was united in at least its social imaginary is a subject of great concern 

throughout the entire project. One of the essential problems considered is that such a unitive 

imaginary existed while the divisive reality in the temporal sphere consistently tore it apart. Peter 

Brown proposes that after the western portion of the Roman Empire fell there are Micro-

Christendoms, though united in ecumenical communion, with their own centers and peripheries. 

After Rome’s collapse, memories of the empire were not enough to maintain unity, nor was there 

a coherent system transferring loyalty from the emperor to the pope. It was a world of regional 

churches and local polities. Micro-Christendoms were distinct, separated from one another though 

in a web of Christian belief and practice, in a “world without a center.”5   

 Christendom, centered around the papacy and thus recentered in the city of Rome, is an 

innovation of the high Middle Ages. “The history of western Europe,” after the fall of the western 

Roman Empire, Brown suggests, “was not marked by the rise of rival Churches, set against each 

other by differences of doctrine[…].”6 But it was one marked by regional difference. The category 

‘Micro-Christendom’ is tasked with the issue of “how to reconcile a universal Christianity with 

the conditions of a highly regionalized world[…].”7 The category is useful in understanding the 

fact that there is an idea of a universal Christendom, despite the diversity of particular, 

regionalized, and distinct ecclesiastical-political entities. Thus, the ‘rise’ of western Christendom, 

as Brown saw it, was a result of the political ideology of the papacy, recentering peripheries yoked 

to Rome. Though successful to some degree in the high medieval period, by the late Middle Ages 

 
5 Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom: Triumph and Diversity, AD 200-1000, Tenth Anniversary Edition 

(Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 12-17; 37. Brown, contending against influential historians such as 

Christopher Dawson and Henri Pirenne, challenges us to examine assumptions about the supposed unity of the era 

preceding the high Middle Ages. This is discussed in Chapter 1. 
6 This is a contrast, Brown argues, from the “Churches of the East.” 
7 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, 15. 
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it was collapsing back into regionalized distinction. It is precisely in the papacy’s centralization, 

not in the imaginary itself, that the universal lure of a singular Christendom cannot maintain 

diverse, competing interests. By the collapse of the Florentine Union, this was evidential. The 

imaginary, though strong and existing for centuries as Brown noted, was not enough to bind the 

territory, much less any condominium of institutional power. The conciliar package of ideas is not 

the first blow, but rather propelled arguments against power centralization beginning with the 

papacy to prominence, breaking it apart.   

 The conciliar theory does not, as a matter of definition, challenge the imaginary called 

Christendom, nor any other unitive imaginary thereafter. Conciliarism instead challenges unitive 

claims to power vis-à-vis institutions, driven by a commitment to the separation of powers in a 

world order, sacralized or not. It then reintegrates powers in a new framework of order, often 

sacralized but not always. In the fifteenth century, the failure to implement the Florentine Union 

and revitalize the Roman Empire broke the unitary sense the social imaginary had held in centuries 

prior. Rebellion, schism, and full political separation would follow. There is out of these late 

medieval failings a pretext for distinction either within or apart from Rome as the imaginary’s 

center. Regional power centers with their own peripheries, unlike late antiquity, would not always 

remain in communion, even if their peripheries would attempt to stay in communion with Rome. 

The biggest difference between the pre- or early medieval and post-medieval variants were regimes 

taking for themselves the symbols and structures of Rome, privileging their particularities at the 

expense of the papal or ecumenical model, inaugurating an imperial project on behalf of their 

privileged particularity. This is not what happened in the pre-medieval era, even if distinction and 

difference arose prior, as the unitive idea was ruptured. These post-medieval Micro-Christendoms, 

then, were regimes which maintained the Roman social imaginary but would apply a variant 
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hierocratic model for their own privileged particularities—often a national subject with imperial 

ambitions.  

 Nationalism develops amid this breakdown. By the time conciliarists dominated the 

Council of Constance there was a major upheaval characterized by what George Powers called 

“the new spirit of nationalism.”8 This spirit was not ephemeral, but rather tangibly felt in the 

competition between communities of honor made into corporate identities for the first time in the 

late medieval period. These corporate identities, deriving honor through their imagined 

communities, did not process honor in the same way chivalric culture had in the previous centuries. 

Honor was bestowed onto national particularities by way of being one of the people who could 

claim such an associative, corporate identity. An example of this is the German claim of ‘having’ 

the empire, being seen as a privilege for natio Germanica. 9  This competitive, honor-driven 

nationalism was apparent in the fifteenth century councils through the application of the nationes 

system from the University of Paris and Charles University in Prague. Nations were specifically 

designated by ethnic social markers and their representation in the councils were given power by 

way of this representation. Consensus was first established in a particular nation, then each nation 

was to find consensus in the ecumenical forum at the general council. This framework, hitherto 

organized around participant bishops in general, is why Powers and other historians called it 

perhaps the first European Congress, modeling things which would follow.  

 There is no evidence at this period that nationalism of this prototypical sort existed at the 

expense of the social imaginary specifically in the general councils. Christendom was still the 

unitive concept that each particularity attempted to influence in attendance at the ecumenical, 

 
8 George C. Powers, “Nationalism at the Council of Constance,” The Catholic Historical Review 14, No. 2, (Jul 1928), 

193. 
9 This sense of ‘having’ the empire was both a charge from opposition and a claim by themselves. This is discussed 

in Chapter 2. 
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representative forum. But outside of the general council, those such as the Hussite rebels or later 

Greek monastics and Muscovites, there was absolutely a sense that the unitive framework was 

untenable and should, especially after the Council of Florence, be rejected. Conciliarity was 

therefore generative for nationalism, but their division from one another would happen almost 

immediately. Elites from the most powerful polities would very quickly, in the model of a Micro-

Christendom, take on the imperial ambitions of the Roman social imaginary for their privileged 

particularity. Upon the seismic shift of the Reformation, rebellion and protest which had 

characterized Eastern and Central Europe would spread to the West. England, as the best example, 

formed a Micro-Christendom, developing an imperial nationalism which united the powers once 

separated in the temporal crown. France, as an alternative variant remaining loyal to Rome’s 

Church, united the powers in their temporal crown but developed the Gallican position to render 

the pope’s authority merely to things spiritual. This Gallican framework was used, centuries later, 

in Josephinism and Febronianism. National churches were not new in this post-medieval context; 

what was new was the distinction from Rome as the center of the imaginary and a reduction of 

power granted to the papacy, responding to the specific challenges of the late medieval 

controversies. What was new was a specific competition between these particularities over an 

emergent imaginary only then coming into view through the separation of powers—influenced 

both by nationalism and conciliarism, laying the foundations for liberalism.   

 There is no precise definition for liberalism. But one key aspect of liberalism is that the 

separation of powers is taken as normative for it. During the early modern period, Micro-

Christendoms competed not only amid a changing social imaginary, but over a much larger spatial 

territory after the discovery of the globe. The separation of powers was applied further than it had 

been in new, significant ways. There are two areas covered in this project to help explain the impact 
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of the separation of powers on the changing social imaginary: first, with the strong distinction in 

fields of inquiry, particularly with matters of economy and state; and second, with calls for 

representative, consent-based governments against temporal crowns. The former is influenced by 

nationalism, the latter by conciliarism; both are driven by a commitment to separated powers. Of 

the former, the strong distinction between state and economy arose through England’s desire for a 

comparative advantage against more-powerful Catholic regimes, such as the Spanish Empire.   

 It was in England that economics as a field of inquiry, and a theory aimed at national growth 

was developed. The logic behind this was that in Catholic polities, theologians subordinated 

economics to the common good, largely centered around questions of fair trade and just price. The 

Catholic appeal to the common good placed a limit or inhibiter on metrics pertaining to national 

growth, making the claim that growth for its own sake was less virtuous than justice and fairness. 

The English, and later the Dutch, develop a theory of economics which situates national growth 

around the concept of the national commonwealth not the universal common good. This generic 

sense of economics being a theory of growth determined by wealth generation and development 

is virtually normative in liberalism still today. That is why Carl Schmitt suggested that it is in the 

separation of imperium from dominium—or state-power and property-power—that liberalism can 

be defined.10  

 The sense that the national commonwealth, then, is the good of national subjects is what 

influences calls for representative, consent-based governments. With many of these national 

empires still maintaining the medieval logic of monarchical authority over property and people, 

the conciliar theory would generate further separation of powers in England especially. Calls for 

representative, consent-based governments were not strictly antimonarchical, nor strictly 

 
10 Carl Schmitt, The Nomos of the Earth in the International Law of the Jus Publicum Europaeum (New York: Telos 

Press, 2003), 18, 47. 
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economic. Though most parliamentarians and republicans were antimonarchical, some were 

interested in a constitutional monarchy.11 This would, in fact, be achieved in England’s 1688 

Glorious Revolution. But the revolution itself was not won merely out of opposing the crown of 

that day; it was won partially out of the long influence, according to many historians such as Harald 

Laski and Francis Oakley, of the conciliar theory. Marchamont Nedham, John Milton, James 

Harrington and others were among the most clearly impacted by conciliarism during the English 

Civil War(s) of 1642-1651. Within this time, the conciliar theory was used as a framework to 

address the problems of monarchy and promote the cause of parliamentarism and individual 

economic liberty, often appealing directly to conciliar sources. It was in the influence of the 

Sorbonnists, as Quentin Skinner called them, teaching the Gallican variant at the University of 

Paris, that the conciliar theory made its way to England. From John Major to George Buchanan all 

the way to the 1688 Glorious Revolution, the conciliar theory was utilized as a way of opposing 

superordinate power and install a paradigm of power-sharing.  

 It is precisely the critique of power centers as an aspect of the conciliar tradition which 

influences liberalism most of all. As a critique of superordinate power, dispersing power from 

singular to multiple authorities, liberalism inherits a tradition already applied to preceding causes 

well before the French and American revolutions. But what perhaps was most potently taken at 

that time was the changing social imaginary separating the old from the new. It was after a 

tumultuous nineteenth century that liberalism turned from a paradigm promoting sovereign nation-

states to one with the “international community” as its imagined community. Following the defeat 

of the totalitarian, imperial nationalisms of the early twentieth century, liberal internationalists 

would frame the postwar order as one committed to democracy, pluralism, and an opposition to 

 
11 Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, Vol 2. The Age of the Reformation (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1978), 113-134. 
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empire. These commitments, according to Or Rosenboim, constitute globalism.12 But it was not 

just liberal internationalists who were globalists in the mid-twentieth century. Socialists and 

Catholics, alongside others, influenced globalism’s emergence, committed to those three 

fundamental propositions. Knowing that both nationalism and democracy had limiting effects on 

the international community, there was a sense that a federal, supranational organization needed 

to frame the postwar order. These liberal internationalists, influenced by Catholics such as Jacques 

Maritain and Luigi Sturzo, turned to conciliar arguments.13 Their imagined community was an 

international one, but their social imaginary was a new world order.  

 Unlike early modern period republicans and parliamentarians, liberal internationalists of 

the twentieth century did not appeal to the conciliar tradition directly. Rather, they relied on the 

inherited logic of council-authority over a superordinate power center—this time being nation-

states. This logic, the key to the conciliar theory from the start, would underpin their commitments 

to dispersing power to multiple authorities, affirming diversity-in-unity. It was precisely in the last 

aspect that Catholic influences, already so inculcated by conciliar thought, were most formative. 

Knowing that the separation of powers was fundamental to liberal frameworks of governance, it 

was in the Catholic logic of how separated powers can be reintegrated in a holistic way which 

gave way to their cause of integration. Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi’s Paneuropean federalism 

was specifically influenced by his personal friendship and correspondence with Pope Pius XII. 

Thus, when one considers the liberal internationalists and their framework as conciliar, one must 

take it less as direct influence and more as indirect inheritance. These heritable commitments are 

 
12 Or Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism: Visions of World Order in Britain and the United States, 1939–1950 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017). 
13  Pope Pius XII also engaged this discourse, affirming support for political integration but fearing economic 

integration as a sole motivator for unity. On this, see: Mark Riebling, Church of Spies: The Pope’s Secret War Against 

Hitler (New York: Basic Books, 2016). The Church’s relationship with communism is discussed here. 
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primarily summarized as a paradigm of power-sharing, an affirmation of diversity-in-unity, and 

an opposition to superordinate power centers. Given their commitment to the international 

community, the superordinate power they contended with was, as Lionel Curtis previously 

described it, a “world obsessed by nationalism.”14 Their framework, it seems, was partially the 

inheritance of conciliarism transforming the Roman social imaginary for a new world order.  

 Through shared opposition to the totalitarianisms of the imperial nationalisms and fascisms 

of the interwar period, the Church had a rapprochement with liberals. It would be a mistake, 

however, to believe this was a formal alliance or even a shared ideology. Rather, understanding 

globalism as a theory of integration affirming democracy, pluralism, and an opposition to empire, 

one can see how this shared commitment could exist—and how it would break apart when pushed. 

As supranational organizations were developed with integration as its aim or goal, a trend within 

liberalism would be amplified. Technocratic thinking, aimed at social engineering the integration 

first of national economies to later integrate nation-states, was one which compelled opposition 

from the Church at the Second Vatican Council. It was not the aims of technocrats which 

challenged the Church, it was that technocracy in a normative sense reduced humans to economic 

or instrumental agents. Support for the United Nations, international law, and the international 

system constituting the international community were explicitly promoted by the Church. It was 

technocratic thinking, as well as a commitment to truly define the Church’s stance on postwar 

development, which compelled a rearticulation of its theory of order. Through an opposition to 

what Pope John Paul II would later call economism, the Order of Love was advanced as a conciliar, 

value-centered framework making claims on the development of the postwar order.  

 Where in the late medieval era the hierocratic paradigm was one wherein the papal 

 
14 Lionel Curtis, ‘World Order’, International Affairs 18 (1939), 308. 
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monarchy was given primacy, that is not apparently the case in the twentieth century. The 

hierocratic theory, though often reduced to its commitment to a centralized papal monarchy, is not 

precisely that. Hierocracy is fundamentally a theory of order which stipulates that the moral 

framework informs states which have authority over and govern economies. Though a similar logic 

to the hierocratic model, the Church’s formulation at Vatican II onward no longer applied to the 

papal monarchy having authority over temporal monarchs or governments. Within liberalism, as 

Schmitt noticed, there is a separation between economic or property-power and state-power. But 

what is not normative within liberalism is how that separation balances out with respect to the 

powers themselves. Liberal internationalists, it seemed, balanced state-power has having greater 

authority over economies. Neoliberalism, a liberal variant committed to technocracy, did the 

opposite. It is in the neoliberal variant, then, where liberalism’s short rapprochement with the 

Church is tested, resulting in a firm rejection of its economistic, imperial impulse. Though 

ostensibly both articulating a kind of globalism, their approaches were at odds. While at the Second 

Vatican Council, there is no sense that liberal internationalism’s power would wane, by the papacy 

of John Paul II neoliberalism was certainly ascendent. Today, though challenged around the world, 

it is supreme. The concept of the Order of Love directly challenges the neoliberal order in that it 

rejects the reversal of the hierocratic framework. This was articulated in detail by Pope John Paul 

II but is an aspect of papal teachings today, even more than then. Neoliberalism, as Manfred Steger 

called it, became an imperial globalism.15  

 Conciliarity is generative of nationalism and globalism, but in different ways. In both 

periods, the conciliar theory generates a position which rejects imperial universalisms. This is true 

over time: first, in rejecting the hierocratic model privileging papal monarchy all the way to the 

 
15 Manfred Steger, “From Market Globalism to Imperial Globalism: Ideology and American Power After 9/11” 

Globalizations 2, No. 1 (2005): 31-46. 
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present era wherein the neoliberal order privileges market logic, reifying liberalism as an economic 

ideology. What is not the same, however, is how the balance of power influences the framework 

which develops the social imaginary of its time. Where in the medieval era, the separation of 

powers breaks the unitive concept of Christendom, in the contemporary period the integration of 

powers helps establish a unitive imagined, international community aimed at producing a new 

order. Conciliarity as committed to a paradigm of power-sharing, an affirmation of diversity-in-

unity, and an opposition to superordinate power centers generates both developments. The Roman 

social imaginary from the medieval variant called Christendom to its liberal variants today models 

different arrangements balancing the powers. The Roman social imaginary is a large backdrop—

a matrix including all possible variants. The grand tradition revolving around the conciliar theory 

has been formative of that imaginary in demonstrable ways. The change and transition from one 

era to the next, though not successive or linear, has clearly been shaped in part by this grand 

tradition.  What the conciliar theory did in the past and still does today is that it separates and 

integrates power, generative for nationalism in one era and globalism in another. A paradigm of 

power-sharing, an affirmation of diversity-in-unity, and an opposition to superordinate power 

centers has and will likely continue influencing concepts of order in the emergent global social 

imaginary. Conciliarity may still be a key to the Church in the Third Millennium just as it may be 

a key to decisively delivering a truly new world order.
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