
The sound of silence? The reception of Catholic Social 
Teaching in the United States 

With the publication of Rerum Novarum in 1891, Pope Leo launched what came to be 

known as Catholic Social Teaching (CST).  The encyclical outlines the Catholic Church’s 

rejection of socialism, communism, and laissez-fare capitalism, its defense of private 

property and ultimately endorses (reluctantly) the formation of unions as a means for 

workers to earn, what in modern parlance would be called, a living wage.  Over the 

ensuing years, Leo’s successors periodically offered their own contribution to this 

expanding body of work; however, each affirmed the significance and the core insights 

of Leo’s original letter.  Some of the encyclicals have taken up questions of church and 

state, nuclear disarmament, economic development in the third world, and, in a novel 

turn, Pope John Paul II underscored not the church’s defense of workers, but the dignity 

of work itself.  Taken as a whole, CST is a fascinating body of work which demonstrates 

how church leaders sought to simultaneously address the challenging issues of the day 

and assert the church’s authority to address these issues.  And, of course, church leaders 

expected to be heard and their advice heeded by Catholics.  Yet, no study has sought to 

empirically assess CST’s impact on the public sphere.  This study proposes to examine 

the reception of CST across the 20th Century in leading North American newspapers: 

The New York Times, The Wall street Journal and The Boston Herald.  The objective 

will be to measure the impact of CST on debates involving issues of economic and social 

justice in the United States.  The study seeks to contribute to the on-going effort to 

rebuild classical secularization theory, what is sometimes referred to as the conflict 

model of secularization.  Following the work of Chaves, Gorski, Casanova, and Smith, 

among others, the conflict model of secularization calls scholars to examine how 

conflict, between religious and non-religious fields and within the religious field, leads 

to changes in religious authority over time.      


