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Catholic social teaching and multiculturalism

Summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: As “the formulation of the results of care-
ful reflection on the complex realities of human existence in society and 
in the international order, in the light of faith and of the Church’s tradi-
tion”, Catholic social teaching emphasises, on the one hand, the unity of 
mankind, and on the other, the diversity of peoples and cultures. 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: With its experience of incul-
turation in the Greco-Roman world, the Church responds to the chal-
lenges of cultural pluralism by delineating the desired shape of ‘unity in 
diversity’. The issues of coexistence, reconciliation and mutual discovery 
of different cultural traditions occupies a special place in post-conciliar 
teaching. The Church’s teaching on matters related to cultural pluralism, 
which centres around anthropological, legal, and natural issues, is today 
being complemented by a vision of the ‘Samaritan’ politics of recognition.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: The Church points to three possible 
approaches to cultural pluralism that are based on the relativisation of 
cultural values, on assimilationism, and on interculturalism as an adequate 
response to this phenomenon. While preserving the ties between culture 
and human nature, the third approach avoids both ‘cultural eclecticism’ 
and ‘cultural flattening’.

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: The search for the foundations that unite people in 
diverse cultures takes place from two main angles: 1) the perspective 
of a universal ethics grounded in the Christian vision of natural law and 
personalist philosophy; 2) the ecclesial, social, and political anthropol-
ogy developed by Pope Francis and embedded in the doctrine of bipolar 
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tensions. These make up the foundations of suitable politics in multicul-
tural societies based on Christian realism.

Keywords:	interculturation, universal ethics, unity in diversity, 
brotherhood of friendship
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Definition of the term
Catholic social teaching is “the formulation of the results of a  careful 
reflection on the complex realities of human existence, in society and 
in the international order, in the light of faith and of the Church’s tradi-
tion” (Solicitudo Rei Socialis, 42). It is interdisciplinary in nature and thus 
draws on the contributions of both humanities and the social sciences. 
Its aim is “the understanding of man in the ever-broader, more fluid and 
more complex network of his social relationships” (Pontifical Council for 
Justice and Peace, 2005, point 78) and the explanation of realities of 
human existence in order to guide Christian behaviour “in the light of faith 
and the Church’s tradition” (Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, 
2005, point 72). While Catholic social teaching is primarily addressed 
to “the sons and daughters of the Church, its social doctrine also has 
a universal destination” (Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, 2005, 
point 84). Drawing from Revelation and human nature, it is, on the one 
hand, a constant teaching that is independent of cultural differences; on 
the other hand, it is always open to new issues and is influenced by the 
changes that take place in the world. Catholic social teaching consists 
of the teachings of the Catholic Church (of councils, popes, synods, and 
bishops) on social issues and scientific, theoretical, and practical reflec-
tion based on this teaching, which have been expanded and developed 
by academics from within both the clergy and the laity.
	 Catholic social teaching emphasises, on the one hand, the unity of the 
human race, and, on the other hand, the diversity of peoples and cultures. 
According to the Biblical description, the multiplicity of nations and lan-
guages is a consequence of both God’s blessing and man’s sin of pride. 
The reunification takes place with the incarnation of the Word, which is at 
the same time “a cultural incarnation”, so that the one humanity becomes 
the basis for the brotherhood of all people, regardless of their historical and 
cultural differences (International Theological Commission, 1988, point 5). 
Since “Christ [bound] Himself, in virtue of His Incarnation, to certain social 
and cultural conditions of those human beings among whom He dwelt” 
(International Theological Commission, 1988, point 12), the Church has 
been inculturated from the beginning, and – having proclaimed the Gospel 
using the concepts and languages of different peoples – has thus tran-
scended all cultural and national differences. According to the teaching 
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of the Second Vatican Council, “the Church, sent to all peoples of every 
time and place, is not bound exclusively and indissolubly to any race or 
nation, any particular way of life or any customary way of life recent or 
ancient. Faithful to her own tradition and at the same time conscious of 
her universal mission, she can enter into communion with the various 
civilizations, to their enrichment and the enrichment of the Church herself” 
(Gaudimus et spes, point 58). In a general sense, ‘culture’, whose centre 
and raison d’être is the person, is viewed primarily as the culture of the 
person himself (the development of the human spiritual and bodily facul-
ties), whilst being, at the same time, all the works of man through which 
he perfects and develops community life at all levels, which serves the 
integral development of the person (Gaudimus et spes, point 59). Thus, it 
is not a ‘superculture’ superadded to the multiplicity of other cultures but 
a “more universal form of culture” that respects particular cultural identities 
and expresses the unity of human nature; this culture is what constitutes 
man in his being. The Church emphasises the close relationship between 
culture, nature, and grace. Culture is immanently linked to human nature 
and the basic inclinations inscribed by the Creator into the nature of a free 
and rational being; but it is also all that man adds to nature by his own 
efforts. All elements of culture – work, science, technology, art, religion, 
customs, and legal institutions – also have a historical and social dimen-
sion, with the result that various “expressions of life” and “specific ways” 
emerge, and thus also many cultures, many “lifestyles” that are inherent 
in different communities (Evangelii gaudium, point 115). A person who 
recognises the inclinations inherent in human nature and who discov-
ers the first principles of universal natural law is always situated within 
a culture and acts in “the immense variety of concrete situations” (Amoris 
laetitia, point 300). Since culture is analysed at the two different levels 
mentioned above, the cultural subject is both the Church itself, i.e., the 
People of God, as well as the concrete forms of life defined nationally, his-
torically, and geographically. The culture of the Christian faith has its own 
form which transcends traditional cultural subjects and exists in concrete 
cultures but does not melt with them; it creates a creative tension between 
the whole, the universal, and the particular (Ratzinger). Christianity, which 
is itself a  culture, cannot be ‘precultural’ nor ‘deculturized’ (Ratzinger, 
2003, p. 70). Every culture open to the truth of humanity is both particular 
and potentially universal.
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Historical analysis of the term
The Church, rooted in its experience of inculturation in the Greco-Roman 
world from the very beginning, has responded to the challenges of cul-
tural pluralism by pointing to principles which define ‘unity in diversity’. 
Conciliar and synodal documents reaffirm the point that the Church 
does not identify with any culture but remains open to each culture 
and, in connection with its teaching on human dignity, natural rights and 
duties, acknowledges that cultures can meet and interpenetrate. The 
1988 document of the International Theological Commission on Faith 
and Inculturation points out that cultural pluralism does not mean “the 
juxtaposition of a closed universe” but the encounter of cultures, which, 
while preserving their identity and originality, remain open to “the univer-
sal values of humanity”.
	 According to the Church’s teaching, the cultural incarnation of the 
Word constitutes a model for such inculturation of the Gospel that is nei-
ther its “superficial adaptation” nor a “confused syncretism which would 
dilute the uniqueness [of the Gospel in an attempt to make it more easily 
accepted]” (Verbum Domini, point 114); it is a holistic process consist-
ing in “the intimate transformation of authentic cultural values through 
their integration in Christianity and the insertion of Christianity in the 
various human cultures” (Redemptoris missio, point 52). Recognising 
the intercultural character of the Christian faith, the Church nowadays 
speaks not only of inculturation but also of interculturation, revealing 
even more clearly the interpenetration and interaction between cultures 
in the process of inculturation.
	 An important place in the teaching of John Paul II is occupied not only 
by culture and the evangelisation of cultures but also by the coexistence 
of cultures, their reconciliation, and their learning about one another’s 
traditions. Referring to St. Thomas’ words from his commentary on Aris-
totle’s Posterior Analytics (genus humanum arte et ratione vivit), John 
Paul  II emphasised (1980) that man lives a  truly human life through 
technology and art (ars), knowledge and moral values (ratio). The 
personal nature of man, this essential ‘who man is’, is the foundation 
of the unity of culture and a source for the multiplicity of cultures. The 
Pope also observed that the cultural heritage of Europe, which remains 
in an “organic and essential bond” with Christianity, coexists with the 
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cultural heritage of other continents, which derives from “other sources 
of religious, humanist and ethical inspiration”. In the exhortations that 
summarised the meetings of the Special Assemblies of the Synod of 
Bishops for Africa (1995), America (1999), Asia (1999), and Oceania 
(2001), John Paul II emphasised both the richness and cultural diversity 
of these regions and the common values that constitute the basis for 
openness and mutual adaptation within a plurality of cultures. In Eccle­
sia in Asia, he mentioned the existence of “an innate spiritual insight and 
moral wisdom in the Asian soul” that is manifested, among other things, 
in their commitment to such values as harmony, respect for life, com-
munity, and solidarity. In his Ecclesia in Africa, he listed the fundamental 
values of African culture: the sense of solidarity and community life, their 
recognition of the fundamental value of the family, a profound religiosity, 
and a sense of the sacred, of the existence of God the Creator, and of 
a spiritual world. The exposition of the values of different cultural areas 
that are important for the entirety of humanity is accompanied by the 
conviction that certain cultural values need to be transformed and “puri-
fied” so that they can become part of an “authentic” Christian culture 
(John Paul II, 2001b). Cultures, including non-Christian cultures, in all 
their richness, are “different ways of facing the question of the mean-
ing of personal existence”, and their openness to universal values is 
conditioned by their openness to Transcendence (John Paul II, 1991, 
point 24). The core of every true culture – Christian, non-Christian, and 
post-Christian (Enlightenment and secular)  – is the search for God, 
quaerere Deum. In the context of multicultural European societies, in 
his exhortation Ecclesia in Europa (2003), Pope John Paul II pointed 
out the urgent need to develop a new model of “unity in diversity” and 
“a mature culture of acceptance” which, in the context of migration, 
would make it possible to pursue a prudent policy of hospitality whilst 
preserving one’s own cultural identity, based on the foundations of the 
Judeo-Christian tradition and its central values, such as the dignity of 
the human person, the rule of law, freedom, democracy, and the separa-
tion between religion and politics. What followed was a call for a prudent 
search for balance between respecting migrants’ rights and controlling 
migratory movements.
	 Pope Francis has continued the Church’s teaching on matters related 
to cultural pluralism, centred on anthropology and natural law, which has 
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gained a new style and distribution of emphasis. The People of God, to 
which people of all nations and cultures are called to belong, is “a people 
of many faces” (Francis, 2013, point 115). This people, including not 
only Catholics but also non-Catholic Christians linked to the Church, 
and non-Christians ‘assigned’ to the Church, is simultaneously united 
and diverse, heterogeneous and “unity in diversity” (Francis, 2017a). 
Unity, which is “a multifaceted harmony”, is achieved by combining 
opposites whilst avoiding the two ‘temptations’ mentioned by the Pope 
(Francis, 2013, point 117): firstly, the pursuit of “diversity without unity”, 
which is marked by closing oneself in one’s own particularisms, truths, 
factions, parties, and ghettos; and secondly, the pursuit of “unity with-
out diversity” which leads to homogenisation and uniformity. Similarly, 
unity in diversity should characterise a people as a political category. 
On the one hand, a people has a shared identity, is united by cultural 
ties, and is thus able to pursue common goals and projects regardless 
of the differences that exist within it. On the other hand, a  people is 
“living and dynamic”, is “constantly open to a new synthesis through its 
ability to welcome differences […] [and] to being mobilized, challenged, 
broadened and enriched by others” (Francis, 2020, points 157–160). 
Hence, an issue particularly often addressed by the Pope in the context 
of the challenges of cultural pluralism is that of “becoming a people” and 
the culture of encounter, dialogue, and proximity contrasted with that of 
‘wall-building’, the clash of cultures, and isolation. Genetic links between 
European culture and Christianity are less frequently emphasised. The 
recognition that European culture is more strongly linked to Christian 
thought than other cultures is accompanied by a rejection of Christianity 
as “monocultural and monotonous” (Francis, 2013, point 117). The Pope 
also warns against the “sacralisation of one’s own culture”, which carries 
with it the threat of fanaticism; also, in the context of migration, he warns 
against a xenophobic, closed, and self-centred mentality (Francis, 2020, 
point 39). He also calls for the building of “a new European humanism” 
based on solidarity and “a new Europe” capable of building a dynamic 
and multicultural identity, which has always been part of the European 
heritage (Francis, 2016b).
	 In the Pope’s public statements (Francis, 2017b), “a new humanism” 
of solidarity, dialogue, and cultural integration is contrasted with popu-
lism associated with the “triumph of particularisms”, narrow-mindedness, 
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closure, national egoism, “grey uniformity”, discrimination, fear of other-
ness and the ‘other’ who will challenge our ‘way of life’, and the building 
of a  consensus based on emotion instead of successively developed 
solutions for integration and inclusion. In an interview with the daily news-
paper “La Stampa” (2019), the Pope also warned against ‘sovereigntism’ 
(il sovranismo) – which is a degenerated (because it is closed) form of 
state sovereignty (la sovranità) – and national sovereignty, through which 
a  nation legitimately expresses its way of thinking, experiencing, and 
evaluating reality. Populism (populismo), he argues, is not the same as 
popularism (popolarismo): the former is a distorted version of the latter 
(Francis, 2020, points 218, 221). This distortion is reflected in the follow-
ing practices of those in power: instrumentalising national sentiment and 
culture in order to win and maintain power, fuelling the primitive and self-
ish inclinations of closed groups in society; and promoting irresponsible 
mechanisms of a welfare state instead of far-sighted policies that provide 
people with the means for their own development. For internally diverse, 
divided, and culturally pluralistic societies, the Pope proposes a policy of 
recognition that is a ‘Samaritan’ policy. Authentic recognition of the other 
is not a search for “a false notion of tolerance” but “a dialogic realism” 
based on the recognition of “other people’s right to be themselves and to 
be different”. What is needed, in his view, is “a cultural covenant” based 
on respect for different cultures, worldviews, and lifestyles (Francis, 2020, 
point 219). Dialogue presupposes the existence of stable, universal, and 
non-negotiable values centred in the inalienable dignity of the human 
being. Although agreement on these values is dynamic and changeable 
in nature, it is necessary to recognise them as transcultural and transcen-
dent, not contingent. Authentic dialogue requires respecting the points of 
view of others and admitting that they may have legitimate convictions 
and legitimate interests while simultaneously preserving one’s identity 
(Francis, 2020, point 203). The Pope emphasises the need for keep-
ing an open mind and for flexibility, which allow one “not to get bogged 
down in one’s own limited ideas and opinions” (Francis, 2016a, point 
139). However, an authentic policy of recognition and cultural integration 
would be impossible without friendship (fraternità) as a complement to 
fraternity (fratellanza). Friendship, which is a  transcendent relationship 
based on openness to the transcendent truth and to the “Father of all” 
(Francis, 2020, point 272), allows persons who are equal to be persons 
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who are different, even “to free ourselves from feeling that we all have to 
be alike” (Francis, 2016a, point 139), thus building an authentic society 
of co-participation. Fraternity, whose original meaning refers to relation-
ships based on blood ties, more broadly refers to the existence of “the 
human family” (Francis, 2020, point 26) and “allows those who are not 
equal to become equal” (Francis, 2017c). Fratellanza can also be based 
on shared ideas and aspirations, so – unlike fraternità – it allows for an 
‘us-them’ distinction. In relation to migrants, a ‘Samaritan’ policy implies, 
first, a welcome based on hospitable selflessness; second, protection 
from abuse and violence; third, the promotion of their integral develop-
ment; and fourth, an integration that is neither cultural assimilation nor 
isolation leading to ghettoisation but a mutual recognition of cultural rich-
ness (Francis, 2017d). A policy of “full citizenship” – meaning equality 
of rights and duties with a rejection of the discriminatory term ‘minority’ 
(Francis, 2020, point 131) – should be applied to those groups that have 
lived within a given society for a reasonable period of time as members 
of the community. 

Discussion of the term
The Church acknowledges the processes that lead to the coexistence of 
many cultures in societies and the increasing possibilities for their influ-
encing one another. Increasing globalisation, which facilitates mutual 
contact, has made the world a ‘global village’. At the same time, there is 
no such thing as culture in its ‘pure’ form. Migration, the development of 
means of mass communication and social media, and the increasingly 
easy flow of goods and services all contribute to cultural uniformity whilst 
at the same time exposing the differences between cultures, which can 
lead to the development of fundamentalist attitudes and an inability to 
relate to different cultural traditions. Cultures either become radicalised 
in their closure or they become more similar to each other by adopting 
the patterns of Western culture. In the document entitled Educating to 
Intercultural Dialogue in Catholic Schools. Living in Harmony for a Civili­
sation of Love, the Congregation for Catholic Education describes three 
possible approaches to interpreting cultural pluralism (Congregation for 
Catholic Education, 2013). 
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	 The first approach, which is based on the relativisation of cultures, 
recognises the differences that divide cultures and additionally absolu-
tises them, thus making cultures independent, isolated, and mutually 
impenetrable worlds. Advocates of this position justify it by a  sup-
posed neutrality with regard to cultural values; in reality, this leads to 
the absolutisation of each culture, making dialogue between them and 
their mutual enrichment impossible. Tolerance, presented as the only 
meta-value, amounts to a passive acceptance of the other in his differ-
ence, which excludes real reciprocity. On both a political and a social 
level, it is precisely this kind of thinking that is the source of the ideology 
of multiculturalism. In his encyclical Caritas in veritate, Benedict  XVI 
described the danger associated with it as “cultural eclecticism”, which 
makes cultures “equivalent and interchangeable” (Benedict XVI, 2009, 
point 26). This fosters cultural relativism, which in turn leads to a situa-
tion in which “cultural groups coexist side by side, but remain separate, 
with no authentic dialogue and therefore with no true integration”.
	 The second approach is assimilationism, which assumes the adap-
tation of people of different cultures to the culture represented by the 
majority. In the context of migration policy, this means that the condition 
for welcoming ‘the other’ is that he abandons his cultural identity and 
adopts the identity of the host country. This leads to the cultural uproot-
ing of ‘the other’, who is forced to abandon his cultural references. The 
policy of assimilationism is inherent to cultures with universalist aspira-
tions in countries that wish to impose their cultural values on minorities, 
using for this the tools of economic, commercial, military and cultural 
influence. Assimilationism is therefore the opposite of ‘multiculturalism’. 
Benedict XVI viewed the dangers resulting from assimilationism as 
“cultural levelling and indiscriminate acceptance of types of conduct and 
lifestyles” (Benedict XVI, 2009, point 26). As a consequence, “one loses 
sight of the profound significance of the culture of different nations, of 
the traditions of the various peoples, by which the individual defines 
himself in relation to life’s fundamental questions”. What both positions 
have in common is that they deny the constitutive relationship between 
culture and human nature, reducing the human being to “a mere cultural 
statistic”. 
	 One adequate response to cultural pluralism is an intercultural 
approach based on a  dynamic vision of culture. The coexistence of 
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different cultures is not treated as a problem but as a valuable resource 
for the entire human community, thus allowing positive processes to 
be activated (Congregation for Catholic Education, 2013). Such an 
approach, far removed from attempts to “sacralise multiculturalism”, 
calls for the development of solutions that enable cultural integration 
based on mutual recognition. The principles on which the intercultural 
approach is based are integrally linked with Christianity. Viewing culture 
in its immanent relationship with human nature reveals in each culture 
both stable and unchanging elements as well as original and unique ele-
ments shaped by geographical, historical, and ethnic factors. Below the 
level of observable cultural differences and historical transformations, 
there is the fundamental continuity of each culture and its essential 
common elements. This continuity and essential connectivity in what 
is common is based on “the essential and universal character of God’s 
plan for humanity”, which should be understood “within the broader hori-
zon of the unity of the human race” and which “constitutes the primordial 
historical and ontological datum” (John Paul II, 2001b, point 7). Thus, an 
intercultural approach has theological, anthropological, and pedagogical 
justification. From a theological perspective, the best model for interper-
sonal relationships – as well as for relationships between peoples and 
cultures – is the relationship between the Persons in the Trinity. The 
mystery of the Trinity reveals the truth of the person as a relational being. 
The very notion of the person contains agreement, dialogue, reciprocity 
of word, and love: “God […] is not only logos but dia-logos; not only idea 
and meaning but speech and word in the reciprocal exchanges of part-
ners in conversation” (Ratzinger, 2004, p. 183). Human reason, inspired 
by Christian revelation, comes to understand that “true openness does 
not mean loss of individual identity but profound interpenetration” (Bene-
dict XVI, 2009, point 54), and that “the unity of the human family does not 
submerge the identities of individuals, peoples and cultures, but makes 
them more transparent to each other and links them more closely in their 
legitimate diversity” (Benedict XVI, 2009, point 53). In the perspective of 
Christian anthropology, man is therefore not an isolated individual nor 
a self-sufficient monad but a person relationally tied to others. Thus, an 
authentic pedagogy of culture should be based on personal perspective, 
which assumes that the primary participants in intercultural dialogue are 
not cultures but persons. Developing an intercultural approach within 
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a  personalist paradigm is founded on an understanding that the rec-
ognition of the relative value of particular cultures does not necessarily 
lead to cultural relativism and the confinement of persons in a ‘cultural 
prison’.

Systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations 
Today, the search for the foundations that unite people in the diversity 
of cultures within Catholic social teaching travels in two main directions: 
the first is the perspective of a universal ethics grounded in the Christian 
vision of natural law and personalist philosophy, while the second is the 
ecclesial, social, and political anthropology developed by Pope Fran-
cis and embedded in the doctrine of bipolar tensions (Borghesi, 2018, 
p. 206).
	 In a pluralistic society in which it is difficult for individuals and groups 
to communicate on common philosophical ground, the Church proposes 
that the basis for dialogue should be a common ethical language devel-
oped in the Christian tradition of natural law, grounded in the rational 
nature of man. In the document issued by the International Theological 
Commission entitled In Search of a Universal Ethic. A New Look at the 
Natural Law (Ecclesia Catholica. International Theological Commission, 
2009), natural law is defined as “a participation in the eternal law” (point 
63). The doctrine of natural law developed by the Church provides 
the basis for the rational justification of human rights and thus makes 
dialogue between cultures possible. Man, like all creatures, naturally 
strives for that which enables him to achieve happiness, i.e., authentic 
realisation. However, unlike non-rational beings, thanks to his reason 
man sees everything towards which he has a  natural inclination as 
good and consequently considers it necessary to actively pursue it. 
The supreme and fundamental natural law, which can be understood 
directly and intuitively, irrespective of any cultural determinants, is the 
principle ‘do good and avoid evil’. This is the fundamental principle of 
natural law. At each of the three levels – vegetative, animal, and rational 
life – man discovers natural dynamisms inscribed in him which direct 
him in his pursuit of certain goods. Thus, there is in him, first, a natural 
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inclination to preserve his own life; second, a natural drive to give life; 
and third, a natural inclination towards cognition, knowledge, and social 
life. Man, as a rational being, recognises these inclinations and gives 
them normative protection in the form of the precepts of natural law. 
These precepts prescribe the duty to care for one’s existence, one’s 
offspring, one’s family, one’s community, and finally one’s intellectual 
and spiritual development. Moral goods are everything that allow the 
full realisation of the person and his humanity to take place. Irrespective 
of contingent determinants, conventions, contexts, and life situations, 
man formulates further precepts of natural law, which take the form 
either of conclusions resulting from the first precepts of natural law or of 
particularisations of certain general precepts. The Church emphasises 
that moral principles, which are the consequence of reason’s recogni-
tion of basic human precepts “at least in their general formulation, can 
be considered as universal, since they apply to all humanity” (Ecclesia 
Catholica. International Theological Commission, 2009, point 52). Man, 
guided by the wisdom of experience, learns to apply these universal and 
general precepts of natural law to the concrete circumstances of time 
and place. Hence, natural law, which is universal at the highest level of 
generality, takes different forms in its application in different cultures, 
and even within the same culture it may change over time, but the good 
of the human person always remains the essential point of reference. 
	 In the context of cultural pluralism, this moral perspective has several 
advantages. It treats natural law not as a set of ready-made rules imposed 
on man from the outside but as a law which flows from man himself – 
from his rational nature. This law is thus neither a pure convention nor 
a creation of “sovereign reason”, since its source is man’s recognition of 
an objective normative order that is independent of his will. Being thus 
objectively grounded, it also allows him to consider the myriad concrete 
and unique cases in which it is applicable, being “a source of objec-
tive inspiration for the deeply personal process of making a decision” 
(Ecclesia Catholica. International Theological Commission, 2009, point 
59). Nor is it the case that, in man, every physical law is treated as 
morally binding. According to studies dedicated to natural law, man is 
not a collection of pre-rational biological dynamisms. Man, guided by 
reason, “pursues the project of a fully human life”, while accounting for 
the role of natural inclinations. This doctrine also makes it possible to 
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formulate a set of fundamental values that guide social and political life; 
these values precede all that is decided by the changing will of the state 
legislator and are independent of the current axiological consensus, 
since this too is subject to change in society and cannot constitute the 
basis of just solutions. 
	 Thus, law created by man acquires a meta-positive stance through 
which it can be subject to critical evaluation. Even the will of the majority 
legislator is not the ultimate authority in deciding on the validity of the 
solutions adopted. Natural law (lex naturalis) is the source of natural 
right (ius naturale). Right (ius) is, on the one hand, an order consisting 
of a certain ‘equality’ and appropriateness in man’s just relations with 
others; on the other hand, it is a just conduct consisting in giving back 
to everyone his right (suum ius) – what is due to him and therefore also 
what we owe him (debitum). The concept of right thus refers both to 
the order of things recognised by man’s natural reason and to a set of 
potencies (entitlements) possessed by some subjects linked with the 
obligations (duties) of other subjects. These are duties and correspond-
ing entitlements that arise in the relations between all persons. They are 
what is naturally just and are expressed in the “subjective rights of the 
human person”, the most important of which are “the right to respect 
for one’s own life, the right to the integrity of one’s person, the right to 
religious liberty, the right to freedom of thought, the right to start a family 
and to educate one’s children according to one’s convictions, the right 
to associate with others, the right to participate in the life of the commu-
nity” (Ecclesia Catholica. International Theological Commission, 2009, 
point 92).
	 Human rights are declarative; they stem from natural law and the 
dignity of the human person rather than from positive law and are there-
fore independent of any cultural relativisations. Admittedly, man always 
exists in a particular culture, but 

the very progress of cultures demonstrates that there is something in man 
which transcends those cultures. This ‘something’ is precisely human nature: 
this nature is itself the measure of culture and the condition ensuring that man 
does not become the prisoner of any of his cultures, but asserts his personal 
dignity by living in accordance with the profound truth of his being (John Paul II, 
1993, point 53).
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What the believer finds in human nature created by God, the agnostic 
too can discover with his intelligence, exploring “the reality of things 
through reflection, experience and dialogue” (Francis, 2020, point 213). 
Thus, in pluralistic societies, the transcultural basis of dialogue is built 
on requirements that are non-negotiable and “transcend our concrete 
situations”, and these can be discovered through dialogue, even though, 
strictly speaking, they are not created by consensus”. However, while 
the Church acknowledges that various philosophical justifications for 
human rights and for the foundations of a just political and legal order 
are possible, only “the metaphysical dimension of the real” offers “full 
and complete philosophical justification” (International Theological Com-
mission, 2009, point 62). This implies, among other things, the rejection 
of those visions of the coexistence of different cultures within a single 
political and legal order that seek the basis of agreement in an ethics 
of discourse and procedural communicative reasoning “disburdened of 
all religious and metaphysical mortgages” (Habermas, 1996, p.  316). 
According to such conceptions, what is not subject to cultural relativisa-
tion is not the inviolable human rights and inviolable rights of human 
communities, which are grounded in human nature, but the political 
culture of a country crystallised around a constitution and a consensus 
regarding the correct legal interpretations of the principles of popular 
sovereignty and human rights. Thus, in this view, what transcends indi-
vidual cultural identities is not the dignity of the person and the human 
rights founded on it but the constitutional identity of a  given political 
community.
	 In addition to analyses focused on the classical doctrine of natural 
law and personalist philosophy, the second context that is important in 
reflection on cultural pluralism developed within Catholic social teach-
ing is the teaching of Pope Francis on “the building of a people” and 
on harmonious social coexistence. According to him, the construction 
of a coherent socio-political order should be guided by four principles 
related to three bipolar “constant tensions” that are present in every 
social reality (Francis, 2013, points 226–227). Two principles are related 
to a constant tension “between fullness and limitation”. These are the 
principles proclaiming that “time is greater than space” and that “unity 
prevails over conflict”. The third principle, which states that “realities are 
more important than ideas”, is related to the constant tension between 
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“ideas and realities”, while the fourth principle – “the whole is greater than 
the part” – is expressed in an innate tension “between globalization and 
localization”. From the perspective of the challenges of multiculturalism, 
two principles are particularly important: “unity prevails over conflict” 
and “the whole is greater than the part”. The former instructs us not to 
run away from existing conflicts, tensions, and differences, but also not 
to become hostage to them. Unity is to be sought not in spite of conflicts 
but ‘in conflict’. Conflicts must be accepted, resolved, and overcome at 
a higher level, for it is tensions and differences that can create a “mul-
tiple unity”, thus avoiding the trap of syncretism on the one hand and the 
temptation of cultural domination on the other. Pope Francis’s so-called 
polyhedron thinking is closely connected to the principle “the whole is 
greater than the part”. Describing the relationship between the particular 
and what is holistic, global, and universal, the Pope rejects the spheri-
cal model: “our model is not the sphere, which is no greater than its 
parts, where every point is equidistant from the centre, and there are 
no differences between them”, but “the polyhedron, which reflects the 
convergence of all its parts, each of which preserves its distinctiveness” 
(Francis, 2013, point 236). In his encyclical Fratelli tutti, he further warns 
us: “Universal does not necessarily mean bland, uniform and standard-
ized, based on a single prevailing cultural model, for this will ultimately 
lead to the loss of a rich palette of shades and colours, and result in utter 
monotony” (Francis, 2020, point 144). Polyhedron thinking is guided by 
a vision of a society in which cultural differences are not eliminated but 
complement one another, even in the face of distrust and debate. The 
principle that “time is greater than space” additionally teaches us that in 
the search for solutions, one should not be tempted by ad hoc and quick 
solutions but should act with foresight to “initiate processes”, including 
“processes of encounter” (Francis, 2020, point 225).
	 Catholic social teaching recognises and appreciates the importance 
of the processes that lead to an increasingly culturally diverse society 
as a  result of the spread of ever more perfect forms of communica-
tion, the movement of people and goods, and the growing problem of 
migration. Identifying the pitfalls of the ideology of multiculturalism, it 
proposes an intercultural approach as an adequate response to them. 
Catholic social teaching is based on a paradigm anchored in Christian 
realism, which makes it possible to avoid, on the one hand, the pitfalls 
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of abstract thinking which seeks a common basis in Enlightenment and 
secular culture with its claims to universalism and, on the other hand, 
ideological thinking that advocates social and political policies aimed at 
remodelling contemporary multi-ethnic societies.
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