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This essay compares the reflections of Tocqueville and the Second
Vatican Council on the perils of modern civilization as they relate to the
question of limited government. While their analyses diverge in some
respects, both Tocqueville and the Council are concerned about the
proclivity of the modern state to absorb all of human life and see this
political danger as the expression of a deeper crisis prompted by the
secularization of Western culture. Convinced that this threat cannot be
addressed at the political level alone, both conclude that the principle
of limited government cannot be successfully institutionalized absent
a far-reaching religious renewal. In Tocqueville’s famous formulation,
“despotism can do without faith, but not liberty.”

C

hristianity, it might be argued, created the concept of limited government. Breaking with the monism and collectivism of classical antiquity, Christianity’s dualistic vision of society and insistence on the freedom of the Church, and affirmation of the dignity of the individual human
person, pointed toward a new vision of social and political life involving
a dramatic diminution in the ontological dignity of the state, its role in the
overall economy of human social life, and a dramatic transformation of the
relationship of the individual to society. Now, as John Courtney Murray
writes, the state comes to be viewed “as a limited order of action for limited purposes, to be chosen and pursued under the direction and correction
of the organized moral conscience of society.”1
History shows, however, that affirming the ideals of limited government and liberty is one thing, successfully translating them into practice
another. As an even cursory survey of history demonstrates, the successful institutionalization of the principle of limited government has proven
extraordinarily difficult. As Bertrand de Jouvenel has reminded us, while
state power has had its “ups and downs,” the “history of the West, from
the time of Europe’s fragmentation into sovereign states,” shows us “an
almost uninterrupted growth of governmental” power, an ever-growing
“concentration of forces” in the hands of the state, “which disposes, as
it goes, of ever ampler resources, claims over the community ever wider
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rights, and tolerates ever less authority existing outside of itself.”2 Indeed,
far from successfully checking the expansion of state power, it could well
be argued that democratic modernity has actually accelerated its growth.3
Against this backdrop, I want to explore what Tocqueville’s seminal
analysis of the possibilities and perils of modern democracy, and the Second Vatican Council’s reflections on the possibilities and perils of modern
civilization, can contribute to our understanding of two questions: Why
has liberal modernity experienced such difficulty in checking state power
despite its embrace of the ideal of limited, constitutional government?
And, what are the preconditions of the successful institutionalization of
the principle of limited government in the modern world? The analysis
offered here makes no pretense of being exhaustive or even systematic; it
consists simply of some brief and preliminary reflections on the subjects
it addresses.

I
Democracy in America unfolds against Tocqueville’s vision of the triumph of democracy and the revolutionary transformation of social life
this revolution will precipitate, a revolution that will leave no aspect of
human social life—religion, the arts and sciences, the fine arts and literature, politics, relations between the sexes, familial life, work, etc.—untouched. Tocqueville’s goal is not to judge whether this “social revolution”
is “advantageous or harmful to humanity.”4 Viewing this social revolution
as irresistible, he instead seeks to understand it, to identify its positives
and negatives, its strengths and weaknesses, “its good instincts, as well
as its bad inclinations”;5 and, in particular, to identify, and attempt to address, the dangers that this new age poses to the cause of liberty and human dignity. His new political science has as its goal the solving of what
Tocqueville calls “the great political problem of our time,” namely, “the
organization and establishment of democracy among Christians.”6
Since Tocqueville’s account of the perils of this new age is so well
known, we need only briefly summarize it here. His account culminates
in his famous vision of a new species of oppression: a nanny state presiding over a mass of atomized consumers lost in the pursuit of “the small
and vulgar pleasures with which they fill their souls.” Covering the whole
of social life “with a network of small, complicated, minute and uniform
rules,” and wanting to see its subjects “enjoy themselves, provided they
think only about enjoying themselves,” its ultimate effect is to enervate,
stifle, and stultify the citizenry so much that in the end they are reduced to
“nothing more than a flock of timid and industrious animals of which the
government is the shepherd.”7
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What needs to be highlighted here is less the ways in which such a
social order diminishes and dehumanizes its inhabitants than the fact that
it involves a rejection of the whole principle of limited government. In
the world of Tocqueville’s democratic despotism, the functions of government endlessly multiply as government comes to be understood as having
an open-ended mandate to do good things simply because they’re good
things, an open-ended mandate to take care of the citizenry, to see that
all their wants are satisfied. In the world of the new despotism, government becomes truly omnicompetent, extending “its arms over the entire
society”8 and covering the whole of social life with a network of petty,
complicated rules. Approached from this angle, the danger that threatens
the world of democracy is in important respects the danger of limitless
government.
What is the dynamism that tends to move democratic societies in this
direction? In part, it is found in certain political pathologies to which democratic polities are prone (e.g., their impatience with legal forms). An even
more important source of this dynamism, however, is certain attitudes fostered by democratic social conditions including an insatiable lust for ever
greater equality, the “passion for material well-being” and individualism.
In a democratic society, the state will tend to expand inexorably not only to
create an ever greater equality, but also to fill the social and psychological
vacuum which results from the far-reaching individualism and consumerism that accompany such a society. In a world of atomized consumers, in a
world in which each individual “exists only in himself and himself alone,”
lost in the pursuit of the “small and vulgar pleasures” around which his life
revolves, not only is our natural inclination to entrust all “common affairs”
to the state, but government becomes “the sole and necessary support” of
our “individual weakness.”9
To be fully appreciated, however, these attitudes must be seen against
the backdrop of the broader cultural crisis that threatens to engulf democratic societies, a crisis of which they are an expression. Tocqueville believed that democratic social conditions would profoundly influence culture, would profoundly shape “the whole intellectual and moral state” of
the people who inhabit them. What he ultimately seems to fear is that democratic social conditions will produce something along the lines of what
Nietzsche terms the collapse of horizons and what Weber calls the disenchantment of the world. What Tocqueville seems to fear, in other words,
is the advent of nihilism; and the rise of a cultural universe in which men
lose the use of their “sublimest faculties,”10 despair of the pursuit of truth,
beauty, goodness, and meaning, and lead shallow lives devoted to the pursuit of passing and ephemeral pleasures.
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For Tocqueville, the causes that propel a democratic state toward the
gentle but stultifying despotism of the omnicompetent nanny state appear
to be largely cultural in nature and seem to be rooted ultimately in the nihilism fostered by democratic social conditions. For Tocqueville, in short,
the omnicompetent nanny state is a political expression of the nihilism
fostered by democratic social conditions.
What this suggests is that for Tocqueville the political crisis that confronts democratic societies is in some important sense religious in nature.
While Tocqueville’s treatment of religion has an instrumental character
(he is concerned with religion’s social utility, not its truth), he nevertheless insists on our nature as inherently religious beings—“unbelief is an
accident; faith alone is the permanent state of humanity”11—and affirms
the central and indispensable role of religion in human life. “There is hardly any human action, no matter how particular you assume it to be,” he
writes, “that is not born out of a very general idea that men have conceived
of God, of God’s relationship with humanity, of the nature of their soul
and of their duties toward their fellows. You cannot keep these ideas from
being the common source from which all the rest flow.”12
The cultural consequences of the loss of religious belief are
far-reaching:
When religion is destroyed among a people, doubt takes hold
of the highest portions of the intellect and half paralyzes all the
others. Each person gets accustomed to having only confused
and changing notions about the matters that most interest his
fellows and himself. You defend your opinions badly or you
abandon them, and, since you despair of being able, by yourself,
to solve the greatest problems that human destiny presents, you
are reduced like a coward to not thinking about them.13
Indeed, the loss of religion will plunge the minds of a people into a state
of “perpetual agitation” and prevent them “from settling reliably on any
certitude.”14 It is here that we encounter the immediate source of the collapse of horizons that threatens democratic societies.
Against this backdrop, the religious roots of the crisis that besets modern democracy begins to come into view. For Tocqueville, the democratic
revolution sweeping the world seems to have its ultimate origin in the
revolution in human self-understanding brought about by Christianity.
“The most profound and far-reaching geniuses of Rome and of Greece,”
he writes, “were never able to reach” the “idea” of “the similarity of men
and of the equal right to liberty that each one of them bears by birth.” The
simple historical fact is that “Jesus Christ had to come to earth in order to
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make it understood that all members of the human species are naturally
similar and equal.”15
Now, from Tocqueville’s perspective, the good news is that this valid
insight has survived despite the far-reaching secularization of modern culture. The bad news is that this secularization has caused this insight to
be detached from the broader Christian worldview in which it had been
embedded—a broader worldview that encompassed not only what Charles
Taylor calls the “affirmation of ordinary life,”16 but also affirmations of the
greatness of man, the dignity and the sacredness of each and every human
being understood as a unique and irreplaceable self, of the human person’s
transcendent destiny, and of the spiritual dimension of human existence.
The results of the collapse of the horizon which had originally framed
the discovery of human dignity and equality are the cultural pathologies
Tocqueville so famously identifies—an isolating individualism, soulless
consumerism, corrosive skepticism, general flattening out of human existence, and, ultimately, nihilism—and the political pathologies that culminate in the new despotism.

II
How then are we to avoid the gentle but stultifying despotism of the omnicompetent nanny state? What are the conditions of a regime of limited
government in the age of democracy? How are we to effectively place “extensive, but visible and immobile limits” on “the social power,” to effectively “guarantee” to individuals “the uncontested enjoyment” of “certain
rights” in this new age?17 While Tocqueville offers no panacea, no easy
one-size fits all solution, in the course of Democracy in America certain
suggestions emerge. Some of these suggestions concern what today we
might call constitutional design (e.g., decentralization, checks and balances, and an independent judiciary).
Others concern what might be called the cultural preconditions of
limited government. One thinks in this context of his famous analysis of
America’s culture of association. What is important for our purposes here,
however, is Tocqueville’s account of the role played by religion in America in creating the culture on which a regime of ordered liberty depends. A
shared religion simultaneously provides the common ideas society needs
to cohere and prosper (“without common ideas, there is no common action,
and without common action, there are still men but not a social body”18);
the internalized moral compass—both individual and collective—presupposed by a regime of ordered liberty (“how,” he asks, “could society fail
to perish if, while the political bond grows loose, the moral bond does not
become tighter?”19); an appreciation of the greatness of the human person,
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“the use” of our “most sublime faculties,” and “a taste for the infinite, the
sentiment for the grand and the love for non-material pleasures”;20 a salutary check on certain dangerous attitudes fostered by democratic social
conditions such as individualism and consumerism (religion elevates the
“soul toward realms very superior to those of the senses” and imposes on
us “some duties toward the human species” that draw us “from time to
time, out of ” ourselves21); and the sense of meaning, purpose, and direction that democratic social conditions can threaten.
Issuing, as we have seen, in the collapse of horizons, in a culture of
nihilism, the loss of religion, “enervate[s] souls; it slackens the motivating
forces of will and prepares citizens for servitude.” The desire for order and
stability in a world of confusion, intellectual chaos, and perpetual agitation
leads men and women to “give themselves a master.” Indeed, so close does
Tocqueville believe the connection between belief and freedom to be that
he doubts “that man can ever bear complete religious independence and
full political liberty at the same time,” that if man “does not have faith, he
must serve, and, if he is [to be] free, he must believe.”22
Given the conclusions about the ultimately religious nature of the cultural crisis that confronts democratic society and the role of religion in
laying the cultural groundwork for limited government, it would seem to
follow that the solution—or, at least, an essential part of the solution—has
to be religious in nature. It would also seem to follow that the matrix of
beliefs, habits, customs—the culture—on which limited government depends is unimaginable in a purely secular cultural environment.23
In this context it’s important to recognize that Tocqueville seems less
than sanguine about religion’s prospects in this new age. Indeed, he seems
to suggest that democratic social conditions will act, in a variety of ways,
to erode religious belief. Among other things, democratic social conditions foster a disdain for authority, especially religious authority (“it is
in themselves or their fellows that they ordinarily look for the sources of
truth”24), an “exaggerated idea” of the abilities of “individual reason”25 as
the only source of truth (which results in a propensity “to deny what they
cannot understand”26), and an intense focus on material well-being and
physical pleasures (which by leaving little time and energy for spiritual
pursuits may “come to stand between the soul and God”27 and, at the same
time, predisposes men to embrace a philosophical “materialism”28). These
habits of mind, he suggests, converge to produce “a kind of instinctive
unbelief in the supernatural.”29
Yet if Tocqueville seems generally pessimistic about the ability of religion to maintain its vitality in this new age, he does seem to suggest that
some religions may be better equipped to maintain their cultural traction in
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this age than others. Interestingly enough, Tocqueville seems rather more
optimistic about the prospects of Catholicism in the age of democracy than
he does about the prospects of religion as such. To begin with, its insistence
that all, regardless of social status, affirm the same beliefs and practice the
same observances, makes Catholicism, among the various forms of Christianity, “one of the most favorable to equality of conditions.”30 Secondly,
democratic man’s preference for a religious authority that is uniform and
unitary (while democratic social conditions make men “inclined to avoid
all religious authority,” if they do embrace such an authority, “they at least
want it be unitary and uniform”) and desire for “unity,” causes him to
“experience a secret admiration” for Catholicism.31 Finally, Tocqueville
hints that Catholicism may be more resistant to certain of the democratic
cultural predispositions—in particular, the tendency toward corrosive individualism—than is Protestantism.32 If Catholicism finally succeeds “in
escaping the political hatreds” triggered by its fateful alliance with the ancien regime, Tocqueville has little doubt that the spirit of our times “which
seems so contrary to it, would become very favorable to it.”33

III
The Council’s reflections on democratic modernity, like Tocqueville’s,
unfold against the backdrop of its account of the far-reaching and irresistible social revolution it sees sweeping the world. “The circumstances
of life today have undergone such profound changes,” Gaudium et Spes
announces, as to constitute the dawn of “a new age of human history”
bringing with it “critical and swift upheavals spreading to all corners of
the earth.” “The factors which have occasioned” what it calls “modern
civilization” have been
the tremendous expansion of the natural and human sciences
(including social sciences), the increase of technology,
and the advances in developing and organizing media of
communication. As a result modern culture is characterized as
follows: the “exact” sciences produce a highly critical judgment;
recent psychological advances furnish deeper insights into
human behavior; historical studies tend to make us view things
under the aspects of changeability and evolution; customs and
patterns of life tend to become more uniform from day to day;
industrialization, urbanization, and other factors influencing
community living create new mass-cultures which give birth to
new patterns of thinking, of acting, and of use of leisure.34
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This far-reaching revolution has had a profound “influence on political life, particularly as regards the rights and duties of the individual in
the exercise of civil liberty and in the achievement of the common good;
and they affect the organization of the relations of citizens with each other
and of their position vis-à-vis the state” (73). Indeed, “a keener awareness
of human dignity” has given rise to demands for the establishment of “a
political-juridical order” (73) which will effectively protect “the rights of
all individuals, families and organizations” (75); secure individuals and
social groups greater freedom “to act on their own judgment, enjoying
and making use of responsible freedom” rather than being “driven by coercion”; set effective “limits . . . to the powers of government”;35 assure to
“all citizens without distinction . . . ever improving and effective opportunities to play an active part” in public life (75) including affording them
“the choice of the political regime and the appointment of rulers” (74); and
establish “the equality of citizens before the law.”36
Indeed, this deeper appreciation of human dignity has issued in the
demand that “ever greater recognition” be given to the “basic equality
between all men”; and thus in an insistence upon the banishment of “every
vestige of social and political slavery,” the eradication of unjust forms of
“social or cultural discrimination,” and the creation of “fairer and more
humane conditions” by eliminating “excessive economic and social disparity between individuals and peoples” (29). The advent of modernity,
in other words, has given rise to demands for a new and different type of
social and political order.
While there are some divergences here from Tocqueville’s analysis,
the similarities are more striking. What in the terminology of the Council
might be designated “modernization” bears a strong resemblance to what
in Tocquevillian terms might be called “democratization.” Their approaches to these developments are also similar: Like Tocqueville, the Council
is not interested in trying to make some global judgment on whether the
modern world is superior to the pre-modern world. Rather, it seeks to understand the nature of modern civilization, identifying its possibilities and
perils, and addressing the dangers it creates. The modern world, it insists,
presents “the dichotomy of a world that is at once powerful and weak,
capable of doing what is noble and what is base, disposed to freedom and
slavery, progress and decline, brotherhood and hatred” (9).
If it’s true (and profoundly important) that the Council explores these
possibilities and perils from a different perspective than does Tocqueville
and with a different objective in mind—specifically, from the perspective
of the Christian understanding of the nature and destiny of the human person and with the goal of the salvation of souls—it shares with him a pro-
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found concern for the fate of human freedom and dignity in the new age
we are entering. Throwing “a new light on all things” (11) and opening up
“horizons closed to human reason” (24), Christian revelation clarifies the
mystery of the human person (“it is only in the mystery of the Word made
flesh that the mystery of man truly becomes clear” [22]), and makes clear
both the dignity of man (“man is the only creature on earth who God has
wanted for its own sake” [24]) and the greatness of the destiny to which
he is called. Arousing “an unquenchable thirst for human dignity” (26)
Christian revelation obligates the followers of Christ to seek to construct
a civilization in keeping with the full demands of that dignity. Indeed,
while believers “must be careful to distinguish earthly progress . . . from
the increase of the kingdom of Christ” (39), “far from diminishing” our
concern for human life in this world, our recognition of man’s transtemporal destiny requires a “commitment to working with all men toward the
establishment of a world that is more human” (57).
Seeing the “growing sense of the sublime dignity of the human person” (26) and the growing desire for a social order fully consonant with
this dignity as one of the most positive features of our time, the Council
pronounces these desires—and the demand for government that is limited
in its scope, subject in its operations to the rule of law, and responsible
to those it governs, in which it finds political expression—“to be greatly
in accord with truth and justice.”37 If, for Tocqueville, “the great political
problem of our time,” is the successful “establishment and organization of
democracy among Christians,”38 it is perhaps only a slight exaggeration to
say that for the Council, this problem consists in the successful establishment and organization of democracy not just in the historically Christian
nations but among the peoples of the world.
Like Tocqueville, however, the Council believes that modernity simultaneously creates profound threats to human dignity. At the political level,
one of the principal dangers concerns the proclivity of the modern state
to expand beyond its proper boundaries, to absorb all of social life. “The
growing complexity of modern situations,” the Council notes, “makes it
necessary for public authority to intervene more often in social, cultural
and economic matters” (75). Yet to say that modern social conditions demand a more active state is not to suggest that they demand a limitless one.
A political order consonant with the dignity of the human person requires
that government respect its proper “aims” and “limits” (73). The very need
for a more active state, moreover, intensifies the ever-present danger that
governments may resort to dictatorial or “totalitarian methods” (75) or
overstep the bounds of their proper “competence” (74). Likewise, it may
tempt citizens “to vest too much power in the hands of public authority”
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or “to make untimely and exaggerated demands for favors and subsidies”
thereby “lessening . . . the responsible role of individuals, families and
social groups” (75).
Confronted with these perils, government must be careful to “respect
the rights of all individuals, families, and organizations” and to avoid putting “obstacles” in their way or usurping their legitimate responsibilities.
Citizens, in turn, must be careful not to demand that the state assume the
responsibilities that properly belong to “individuals, families and other
social groups” (75). Confronted with the dangers of the omnicompetent
modern state, governments and citizens must be careful to respect the principle of limited government.
Again, as was the case with Tocqueville, the Council believes that
these threats to limited government must be seen against the backdrop of
a broader cultural and religious crisis. If “believers and unbelievers agree
almost unanimously that all things on earth should be ordained to man
as their center and summit” (12), there is no corresponding agreement
as to what man is. Indeed, modern man’s growing technological mastery
and the far-reaching socio-economic transformation in which it has issued,
have been accompanied by a growing “spiritual uneasiness” (5) issuing
from his increasing inability to answer such fundamental questions as:
“What is man,” “What is the meaning of suffering, evil, [and] death,” and
“What happens after this earthly life is ended” (10)? Under such conditions, “man remains a question to himself, one that is dimly perceived
and left unanswered.” Unable to solve “the problems of life and death, of
guilt and of suffering,” unable to discern meaning and purpose in human
existence, modern man’s “dignity is deeply wounded” and he is tempted to
“despair” (21) or to seek hope and meaning through messianic ideologies
promising the creation of an “earthly paradise” in which all “the desires”
of the human heart “will be fulfilled” through “human effort alone” (10).
The source of this confusion and despair, the Council contends, consists in the rise of atheism, both practical and theoretical. Whereas “in
the past it was the exception to repudiate God and religion to the point of
abandoning them, and then only in individual cases,” today “it seems a
matter of course to reject them” (7). The tragic reality is that today “many”
men “either do not at all perceive or else explicitly reject” the “intimate
and vital bond of man to God” (19).
While the Council does not explicitly address the question of how the
contemporary pervasiveness of atheism can be explained, its discussion
seems to link it to the very character of modern civilization. To begin with,
“modern civilization itself, though not of its very nature but because it is
too engrossed in the concerns of this world, can often make it harder to
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approach God” (19). Secondly, there is the fact that “modern scientific and
technical progress can lead to a certain phenomenism or agnosticism; this
happens when scientific methods of investigation, which of themselves
are incapable of penetrating to the deepest nature of things, are unjustifiably taken as the supreme norm for arriving at truth.” Finally, “there is
a . . . danger that in his excessive confidence in modern inventions man
may think he is sufficient unto himself ” (57).39 While modern civilization is neither premised upon nor necessarily issues in atheism, modern
ways of living and modes of thought provide a fertile soil for the growth
of unbelief. Atheism is one of the cultural pathologies to which modern
civilization is prone.
Insofar as it is only against the backdrop of “the mystery of God” that
man can perceive “the meaning of his own existence” (41), the consequences of this loss of God for human self-understanding are catastrophic.
“The dignity of man,” the Council affirms, “rests above all on the fact that
he is called to communion with God. . . . For if man exists it is because
God has created him through love, and through love continues to hold
him in existence. He cannot live fully according to truth unless he freely
acknowledges that love and entrusts himself to his creator” (19). Indeed,
“once God is forgotten, the creature is lost sight of as well”; man becomes
incomprehensible to himself, and human existence becomes meaningless
(36). Losing sight of his dignity and destiny, man is tempted to despair, to
deny that there is such a thing as “absolute truth” (19), and to view himself as no more than a “speck of nature” or a “nameless unit” in the social
machine (14). For the Council, as for Tocqueville, the cultural crisis of our
day culminates in nihilism.
The crisis has profound political consequences. The false and impoverished understandings of human nature engendered by the loss of God
have spawned totalitarian ideologies. They have also precluded an adequate understanding of “the aim, proper exercise, and the limits of public
authority” (73). Simultaneously, they have also fostered an “individualistic” (30) and relativistic ethos that subverts our sense of social solidarity
and undermines both the notion of a common good to which particular
interests must be subordinated and the idea of an objective moral order to
which law and public policy must conform (and with it the idea of a transcendent order of human rights which it must respect). The spread of this
ethos helps explain why “many” people live as if they couldn’t “care less
about the needs of society” and the fulfillment of their “social obligations”
(30); embrace “a false notion of freedom” (65) which understands it as
giving “them leave to do anything they like” (17) as “the pretext for refusing to submit to authority and making light of the duty of obedience”;40
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elevate their will “to the absolute measure of all things” (12); and convert
“the production” of material goods (64) and “technological progress” as
well as the amassing of “wealth” into ends in themselves (35). Both by
preventing an adequate theoretical understanding of the nature and limits
of the state and generating a cultural ethos and social pathologies incompatible with a regime of limited government, modern civilization’s loss of
God has helped spur the rise of the omnicompetent state. It is against the
backdrop of this broader cultural—and ultimately, religious—crisis that
the threat of unlimited government must be ultimately understood.

IV
How is limited government to be institutionalized in the world of modernity? Although the Council does not pursue the subject in anything
approximating a systematic fashion, one can discern the broad outlines of
an essentially threefold response, the first part of which concerns constitutional design. While it doesn’t develop the point in great detail, it insists
on the necessity of establishing “political-juridical structures” that provide
for “an effective and independent protection of citizens’ rights” and “a
suitable division of the functions and organs of public authority” (75).
Clearly believing that political institutions, however well designed,
are alone insufficient to effectively check state power, the remaining two
elements in the Council’s response to this problem are cultural in nature.
To begin with, insisting that institutionalizing the principle of limited government will require consolidating “the basic convictions of men as to
the true nature of the political community, and the aim, proper exercise,
and the limits of public authority” (74), it seeks the establishment of a
political culture informed by a correct understanding of the political order and of the nature and limits of the state. While the Council does not
elaborate a public philosophy systematically, it does provide the broad
outlines of a distinctive theory of constitutional democracy rooted in the
Catholic understanding of man and society, a model that differs in both
sprit and substance from those which have dominated the modern intellectual landscape.41
Finally, however, the Council suggests that even when combined with
well-crafted democratic political institutions, a political culture embodying the public philosophy it champions is insufficient to tame Leviathan.
Insofar as the ultimate problem is religious, the solution is necessarily
religious in nature. Only the rediscovery of the “intimate and vital bond
of man to God” (19) can enable us to avoid the cultural malaises that directly and indirectly lead to the omnicompetent state. Taming the modern
Leviathan—institutionalizing limited government—will involve the cre-
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ation of a public culture characterized by a vibrant religious presence, the
establishment of a public square in which religious beliefs and actors play
a central role. It should be stressed here that the Council is not calling for
the establishment of an official state religion, but the creation of a public
culture informed by religious values, a public square in which religion and
religious institutions play a leading role.
To begin with, the Council stresses that “society itself ” profits “by the
moral qualities of justice and peace which have their origin in men’s faithfulness to God and to His will.”42 Religion, it maintains, plays a crucial
role in inculcating the “moral and social virtues” on which the well-being
of society depends including “an inward sense of justice, of good will, and
of service to the common good” (73), and a knowledge of the “principles
of the moral order,” which makes possible the exercise of “a responsible
freedom.”43 At the same time, inasmuch as a proper understanding of politics presupposes a proper understanding of man, and as it is only against
the backdrop “the mystery of God” that man can perceive “the innermost
truth about himself ” (41), religion plays a critically important role in laying the groundwork for a proper understanding of the nature of the political community. Thus, both indirectly (by fostering the virtues necessary
to a regime of ordered liberty and limited government), and directly (by
opening the door to a proper understanding of the state’s proper role and
limits), religion contributes to the creation of a workable regime of limited
government.
As the bearers and mediators of the meaning of human existence, furthermore, religious institutions have a unique moral authority that equips
them to challenge the authority of the state. Religious institutions, in other
words, are uniquely equipped to hold the state accountable to a standard
not of its own making—uniquely equipped to “proclaim the rights of man”
(41) and to insist that its authority “be exercised within the limits of the
moral order and directed to the common good” (74)—and to resist efforts
by the state to overstep its proper limits.
Finally, as an ongoing reminder of the spiritual dimension of human
existence and of the fact that “man’s horizons are not bounded by the
temporal order,” religion serves as “the sign and safeguard of the transcendental dimension of the human person” (76). By providing a continuing
reminder of the transcendent dignity and destiny of the human person, it
acts both to challenge efforts to absorb all human life in the polis, and to
relativize and constrain state power.
We have been speaking of religion and religious values here, but the
Council’s treatment of the role of religion in institutionalizing a regime of
limited government isn’t confined to a consideration of public religion in
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a generic sense. Although it doesn’t develop the point systematically, it
seems at times to suggest that Christianity has a distinctive and important
role to play in this enterprise, that it is in some sense uniquely able to secure the public culture required for limited government.
To begin with, believing that “God himself has made known to mankind the way in which men are to serve him . . . and come to blessedness,” and that “this one true religion subsists in the catholic and apostolic
Church,”44 the Council proclaims that “the Church is entrusted with the
task of opening up to man the mystery of God,” and “in doing so it opens
up to him the meaning of his own existence.” Indeed, “God alone, whom
it serves, can satisfy the deepest cravings of the human heart.” Inasmuch
as the revelation entrusted to it constitutes “the most perfect answer” to
man’s “questionings” about “the meaning of his life, his activity, and his
death” (41), it is only in and through Christian revelation that man learns
his true identity and the “full meaning” (51) and purpose of existence. In
short, providing both intellectually and existentially the definitive answer
to man’s quest for the meaning of his existence, the revelation entrusted to
the Church is uniquely equipped to address the crisis of meaning that has
engulfed the modern world.
Secondly, the Council insists that it is only in and though Christian
revelation that man comes to a “full awareness” of his dignity. Raising
“human nature to a dignity beyond all compare” (22), it is only in Christian revelation that this dignity “is grounded and brought to perfection”
(21) and elevated “above all fluctuating opinions.” “There is no human
law so powerful to safeguard the personal dignity and freedom of man as
the gospel which Christ entrusted to the Church” (41).
Additionally, there is the problem of sin. Original sin wounds man’s
intellect and will, obscuring his understanding of himself and impeding
his search for “what is true and good” (15), as well as engendering a “selfishness and pride” (25) that profoundly distort social life. Freeing men
from “the bondage of sin” (13) and bestowing “light, life and freedom”
(21) through the “divine life” (40)—the “grace”—communicated through
it to men, the Church “heals and elevates the dignity of the human person”
(40) enabling men to “overcome” sin and to more effectively pursue the
creation of a social order more in keeping with man’s dignity.
Finally, the Church possesses a one-of-a-kind moral authority that
singularly equips it to check state power. For “by the will of Christ, the
teacher of truth,” the Church is empowered to “authoritatively” teach “that
Truth which is Christ Himself, and also to declare and confirm . . . those
principles of the moral order which have their origin in human nature itself,”45 an authority that extends to passing “moral judgments even in mat-
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ters relating to politics whenever the fundamental rights of man or the
salvation of souls requires it” (76).

V
While Tocqueville’s and Vatican II’s analyses of the possibilities and perils of contemporary civilization diverge in some respects, one cannot but
be struck by the broad parallels in their respective analyses of our situation. Among other things, neither believes that the threat of the omnicompetent state can be successfully addressed at the political level alone.
Successfully institutionalizing the principle of limited government will require a far-reaching cultural—and ultimately religious—renewal. In Tocqueville’s rightly famous formulation, “despotism can do without faith,
but not liberty.”46
As far as the prospects of such a renewal are concerned, however, one
cannot help noting that while Tocqueville concedes that the soft despotism
against which he warns is not inevitable, the Council on the whole seems
rather more sanguine about the fate of religion, political democracy, individual freedom, and human dignity in modern civilization than he does.
While a definitive explanation for this difference in tone may be impossible, part of the answer might be found in the different backdrops against
which their analyses unfold. Tocqueville’s analysis is framed by the horizon of the humanly possible; it explores the perils and possibilities of the
age of democracy from “a purely human viewpoint.”47 The Council’s reflections, on the other hand, unfold against the broader backdrop of divine
revelation, which opens “horizons closed to human reason” (24). Revelation makes clear not only God’s fidelity to man and his Church, but the
ceaseless activity of “the Spirit” guiding history toward the “fulfillment”
of God’s “mysterious design” (34). Indeed, not only does the Spirit arouse
“in the hearts of men . . . a desire for the world to come but he quickens,
purifies and strengthens the generous aspirations of mankind to make life
more humane and conquer the world for this purpose” (38). The Council’s
cautious optimism, in short, would seem to be rooted in the conviction that
what is impossible for man is not impossible for God.
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