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Abstract
Blink, and one might miss the Holy See on the international plane, although it hides in plain sight.  
With  accredited  diplomatic  representatives  from 180  countries,  the  Holy  See  enjoys  widespread 
recognition of its perhaps idiosyncratic sovereignty claims. These claims are the jump-off point for 
this paper; the tangled legal skein they represent notwithstanding, there is no compelling argument to 
exclude  Holy  See  from  the  International  System.                                       

In parsing the well-rehearsed arguments against Holy See sovereignty (i.e. its capacity to conduct 
international relations  at all) we find that, rather, it is more the case of competing meta-narratives 
with at least equally questionable sets of assumptions. In the blue corner, the historically contingent 
reality of the 'Westphalian' secular world order; and in the red corner, the historically subversive  
Kingdom of God. 

It is a matter of reclaiming the term 'subversive', of course – it is heavily leaden by the 'is-ought' 
problem.  Students  of  International  Relations  [IR]  are  subjected  frequently  to  an  account  of  the 
development of International Society which situates the 'secular breakwater' in 1648, at the end of  
the Thirty Years' War in post-Reformation Germany

Religion abided, and did not 'resurge' after September 11th 2001. Religion, in fact,  had been, and 
continued to  be  instrumentalised  by  the  same  state-system that  claimed  to  deprecate  religion  as  
inherently  destabilising.  Colonial  contexts  were  rife  with  Protestant  providentialism  married  to 
laissez-faire Capitalism after a Weberian fashion. Catholicism, likewise, was instrumentalised against 
Communism there and in Europe after 1848.

This paper has a two-step conclusion. a.) that, for all the foregoing reasons, legalistic 'existentialism' 
to remove the Holy See as an object of study is a scholarly dead-end and b.) we ought therefore to 
concentrate on what has happened when the Holy See has forayed into International Relations. The 
Holy See's sovereignty should be a basis for demanding accountability; rather than hand-wringing 
that it be denied or otherwise written out of existence.

Keywords: 1648  (Myth  of);  Holy  See;  International  Relations;  Liberal  Capitalism; 
Montevideo Convention; Papacy; Religion; Roman Catholic Church; Secularism; Sovereignty; 
Statehood; Vatican City State; Westphalia. 
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Introduction

The Holy See,  the  Vatican City State,  or  the papacy?  An itemisation of  'subjects  of  Public 

international  law'  will  include,  straightforwardly,  'the  states'  but  then,  extraordinarily,  'The 

Holy See', almost as a sui generis category unto itself.1 That represents the essential truth – The 

Holy See is a sovereign office, having a unique capacity to engage in International Relations. The  

Catholic papacy thus is the Holy See, and especially in the medieval sense of how sovereignty de  

jure lay in a crown (or in this instance, three crowns),† rather than control of a de facto territory. 

The Vatican City State, thus, is  not  The Holy See. The Vatican City State  is a territorial tract 

ceded to the Holy See (again presuming the latter's capacity to be a high-contracting party, i.e. a 

sovereign) in 1929, by the Kingdom of Italy within the terms of the Lateran Treaty.2 Before the 

Holy  See  is  accredited  to  the  United  Nations  in  1964,  as  a  'permanent  non-member  state 

observer' (my emphasis), its delegation is at pains to emphasise to the UN Secretary General that  

it be seated in the General Assembly as "The Holy See" and not "The Vatican City State" for the 

reason that "this would unduly stress the  temporal aspects of the Holy See's sovereignty"3 (my 

emphasis).

We labour this point at the outset because of how much heat, rather than light, the 'temporal' 

aspects of the Holy See's sovereignty generate. Particularly in Ireland, in light of the country's  

recently fraught diplomatic relations with the Holy See,4 a strain of commentary has arisen that 

fundamentally questions whether "the Vatican is a 'real' country" and therefore if the Holy See is  

an entity we should exchange credentials with. These really should be dissociated questions. 

Factually addled accounts emanate from the self-styled 'rationalist' and 'secularist' lobby-group, 

Atheist Ireland, who claim that the Holy See is 'only' treated as a state because it started to issue 

stamps for worldwide postage in 1929.5 This strange tale is repeated by none other than public 

intellectual  Eamonn  McCann,  in  Ireland's  leading  broadsheet  newspaper,  the Irish  Times,  

seemingly without attribution.6 It is with some irony then that this may as well be a description 
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of a parallel universe, delivered with all the methodological rigour of a bartender.

Legally, that is to say in our reality, the Holy See was already adjudged to have sovereignty and 

legal standing such that it could sign international instruments in the 1920s.  Overtures were 

made to the Holy See to join The League of Nations, before Mussolini ever came to power (but it 

declined these) while it also signed twenty-nine treaties with other states between 1870 and 1923 

(before the Vatican City State ever came in to existence.)7 It was not a reverse-procedure whereby 

a  prior  non-governmental  organisation  could  achieve  sovereignty  by  attaching  itself  to  as 

pettifogging and mundane a convention as one on an Universal Postal Union!8

And that term, non-governmental organisation (NGO), or sometimes 'non-state actor', is one 

frequently misapplied by those who set out to describe the Catholic Church in its global setting. 

David Ryall enlarges on this in an edited volume of essays itself misleadingly titled  Non-State  

Actors in World Politics:

'It is more accurate to talk about Catholic NGOs rather than the Church as a whole  
conforming to that category since the Holy See is a state, albeit the world's smallest, and 
exhibits all the characteristics of a state within an anarchical environment.' (my emphases)9

As Pope Francis put it bluntly only nine months ago: 'The Church is not an NGO.'10 Branches 

of  'interpretivist'  International  Law  scholarship,  which  largely  harmonise  with  'Liberal' 

International Relations theory across the disciplinary divide,11 do challenge whether the Holy See 

can be considered to meet the criteria of a 'true' sovereign. The size of the Vatican City State is  

most frequently implicated. Though this argumentation is neither as plainly dis-satisfactory, nor 

nakedly political as the popular perceptions we have instanced, it remains unsatisfying. 

This paper first considers the interpretivist arguments and upon finding them incapable of being 

meaningfully generalised, proposes, secondly, that the elephant in the room is a  general bias in 

International Relations which always comes down against religion as 'undesirable' because it is a 

variable that is  per se generative of 'international anarchy'.12 This argument for the status-quo 

takes for granted the present coherence and basic 'goodness' of the international system. Such 
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assumptions  seem  to  rest  on  just  as  much  wishful,  and  'is-ought'  thinking  as  the  formal 

theologies  that  are  deprecated.  Such  assumptions  also  take  succour  from  an  anachronistic 

understanding of the Treaty of Westphalia,  concluded in 1648.

Finally, we contend that keeping the Holy See enmeshed within the International Order as a  

subject of Public International Law would confer more advantages than not, if  it must come 

down to a question of relative gains. 

1.1 – Why a Vatican at all?

It is notable that this year marks the 20th anniversary of the UN Population Conference at Cairo, 

in 1994. We are thus, in the parlance of the UN, at 'Cairo +20' and overdue a new plenary  

session. These are normally staggered at 10 year intervals, but in this case the opportunity was  

passed over in 2004; and the United Nations Population Fund Agency (UNFPA) regards the 

Cairo  Accords  as  a  steering  document  (a  mandate  renewed  in  2011  by  vote  of  the  General 

Assembly).13 While it is thus unclear if a general summit will be convened this year, it is revealing 

that the discernible moment at which scholarship began to interrogate the Holy See's statehood 

was the occasion of the 1994 conference.

The Holy See,  as  we have mentioned,  is  seated as  a non-member,  state observer  in the UN 

General Assembly. This does not give it voting rights as such, because it has not ratified the UN  

Charter  (particularly  Chapter  VII,  inst.);  but  within  conferences  of  the  UN  agencies,  the 

emergence of a  consensus preference permits the Holy See to exercise effective veto over final 

'outcome' documents.14 Holy See delegates thus frustrated the work of the Cairo conference at 

the instruction of Pope John Paul II,  in 1994, over concerns that an 'internationalisation' of  

access to abortion was afoot. The Holy See was able to obstruct the conference's progress for 

three days, prompting howls of diplomatic protest,15 and the intervention of a liberal Catholic 

reproductive rights group, 'Catholics for a Free Choice' who circulated a petition afterwards 

asking 'Should the Roman Catholic Church continue to be treated as a state?'16
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We might remark that the 'well was poisoned' from the outset for any academic enquiry by these  

normative  considerations.  Nevertheless,  the  argument  presented  by  Yasmin  Abdullah  in  the 

Columbia Law Review two years afterwards (1996) has proved enduring, and is widely imitated, 17 

so that it ought to be given a hearing in good faith. That argument is simply recounted: the Holy 

See is in fact an NGO, and not a state, because it is 'fundamentally a religious entity.'18 We take 

careful note of this syllogism, but will explore its implications below (see 1.2). 

In specific, Abdullah determines that the Montevideo Convention of 1933, on the Rights and 

Duties of States, carries customary weight within International Law.19 Abdullah accepts that the 

Holy See was a 'traditional sovereign' until 1870, and the loss of the Papal States, but is adamant 

that when it acquired the Vatican City State in 1929 '[its] claim to statehood [became] based on  

some relationship of the two entities.'20  Thereby Abdullah inveigles the size of the Vatican City 

State into the argument, and try to show incompatibility with the Montevideo Convention

She  concedes  the  popularity  of  the  'theory'  that  the  Vatican  City  State  is  the  'vassal'  of  a 

sovereign Holy See.21 If it is mere 'theory', then Abdullah has difficulty in explaining how the 

Holy See carried on International Relations and exchanged ambassadors with nations other than 

Italy between 1870 and 1929, such that it could ratify International instruments (see above.) 

Certainly,  if  the  Montevideo  Convention  comprises  a  'test'  of  statehood,  then  the  Holy 

See/Vatican City State might score poorly:

'The State as a person of international law should possess the following qualifications: a.) 
a permanent population, b.) a defined territory, c.) government and d.) capacity to enter 
into relations with other states.'22

Abdullah identifies the problems as follows: for a.), the Vatican City State's population is not 

permanent in the sense of being self-renewing,23 (this is true); while with b.), its defined territory 

is too small (109 acres)24 – although Montevideo specifies no calculus, Abdullah considers the 

obligation here to be read together with d.), how 'capacity' to enter into relations with other 

states presumes sufficiency, or an independence of some kind.25 The Holy See is  indicted for 
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compelling Italy to supply it with water, gas, electricity and waste disposal free of charge under 

the  Lateran  Treaty.26 Finally,  c.),  and  again,  we  note  this  for  our  later  attention,  Abdullah 

contends that the 'government' of a transnational religion cannot also, simultaneously, be one of 

a sovereign state (see 1.2 below.)27

Abdullah acknowledges that she holds a 'declaratory' view of statehood, where legal positivists 

(she is an interpretivist)28 would sooner hold the 'constitutive' view of statehood, i.e. when a state 

enjoys recognition from a vast majority of other states, it may be safely considered one. The 

Holy  See  easily  satisfies  this  definition  (180  states  recognise  it.)29 But  Abdullah  misleads  in 

suggesting  that  the  'constitutive'  view,  although  an  invitation  to  capricious  behaviour, 30 is 

anything other than the prevailing reality (or perhaps, in concession, haze) of International Law. 

It is Abdullah's position (i.e. 'declaratory') which is at odds with current practice.

If Abdullah's position were a majority one, then it would be impossible for the International 

Order to disbar Palestine, Taiwan (Republic of China), Western Sahara, Transnistria, Abkhazia,  

South Ossetia or, most recently, Crimea. They all vault clear of Montevideo's rubric.31 Yet, the 

break-up of Yugoslavia in 1992 was fuelled by recognitions of its break-away constituent states 

(such as of Croatia by Germany),32 and even to depict an independent Kosovo on a map today is a 

distinctly political act when it is not recognised by every country even amongst the European 

Union's membership.33 

States which Abdullah neglects to instance, and which are far less controversial, would seem to 

'fail' the test of statehood too, and so the implications of her thesis are wider than for the Holy 

See alone. Monaco, Andorra,  San Marino, Liechtenstein,  et al.  might be considered to lack a 

proper 'capacity' to engage in relations with other states owing to their puny territorial size. 

Neither does any of these enjoy the singular privilege which the Holy See does to have taxes 

collected for it, from Catholics, by both the German and Italian governments.34
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Andorra,  furthermore,  is  ruled  jointly  by  the  Roman  Catholic  Bishop  of  Urgell  and  the 

President of France, so does it fail criterion c), of  'government'? 35 Further afield, does Iran's 

supreme political leader, an Ayatollah (i.e. high priest, or teacher) of Shi'ite Islam, deny it access  

to the community of nations? Iran's enemies are certainly apt to marginalise it within a touted 

'axis of evil', but such a sentiment lacks any legal sensibility.

Finally, and perhaps fatally, Abdullah cannot even assume that Montevideo carries customary 

weight of International Law – why else would there be competing 'declaratory' and 'constitutive' 

views of statehood when Article 3 of the convention pertains to be definitive on that question?36 

To assume even then that it is customary: Montevideo cannot be considered, by the enumeration 

of states' rights and obligations, to thus dissolve or revoke the privileges and recognition granted 

before it entered into force, and which were between  non-signatories  anyway. Montevideo was 

drafted, as we have said, in 1933. The Vatican City State of 1929 cannot be impugned in this ex-

post-facto way – and the Convention does not even claim it may be interpreted as doing so. In 

the event, the signatories to the Montevideo convention  all recognise the Holy See (they are 

mainly Latin American, i.e. Catholic, nation-states.)37 The United Nations also reaffirmed that it 

adheres to an interpretation which recognises the Holy See's sovereignty, in 2004.38 

1.2 – Legalistic Existentialism

We can clearly see that what is doing the most work in Yasmin Abdullah's paper is her claim that  

statehood, or sovereignty, is incompatible with being a  religious organisation, and especially a 

transnational religious organisation at that (see  1.1, variously, above.) As Ivan Vallier remarked 

long ago, 'in no way can the Vatican state be characterized as a nation-state' (my emphasis).39 He 

did not consider this to be any serious impediment to sovereignty or  state-hood: 'The papacy 

stands, in all but a token way, differentiated from temporal or territorial bases of power' – it is  

mistaken to focus on the Vatican City State, or the 'token' entity, at all.40 
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We suppose that Abdullah is  only representative of a widely-held and resilient fable that the 

current  state-system, undergirded by Public  International  Law, is  nation-based 'by intention' 

stemming from the notional dawn of International Relations at Westphalia, in 1648. Abdullah 

herself cites the UN Charter (1945), where it proclaims the UN as a forum for bringing about 

pacific resolution to the disputes of nations (which can exist without states) and between nation-

states.41  

This amounts to a form of what we coin as legalistic 'existentialism'; whose criteria and tests 

seem as prone to arbitrariness as the present model of 'constitutive' recognition of states by other 

states. We suspect that the weakness of the premises and turns of the 'declaratory' argument 

against the Holy See's status derives from a single conviction no stronger than this: that religions  

do not belong fully in IR because they ought not to. This exalts the conduct of nation-states above 

that of transnational religions as a question of basic legitimacy, with reference to their respective  

truth claims and mandates. This does not seem entirely wise given how nationhood, and even 

statehood itself, are just as figmentary. To live by such a sword would be to die by it too. Bound  

up with the general pretension of the superiority of the nation-states is a presumption of greater 

'rationality' too – which we give in-depth consideration to next. 

2.1 – The Westphalian Presumption

International Relations has been, is, and will probably continue to get it wrong about the Wars of 

Religion in Germany between 1523 and 1648. The 'Westphalian Presumption', i.e. the year 1648 

marking the formation of the 'modern' state-system; or that 1648 was even 'Year Zero' of Public  

International Law, is rightly countered as mere 'mythos' by historians.42 However could a treaty 

settlement  internal to  the  Holy  Roman  Empire,  and  separate from  the  treaties  concluded 

individually between  the  Emperor  and  France,  Sweden  and  the  Netherlands,  enjoy  such 

significance? Myth, however, always serves some purpose.  In this case the intellectual short-hand 

provided by the treaty done at Westphalia obscures the contingent, ramshackle nature of the 

'secular politics' supposedly ushered in then. 
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The Treaty of Westphalia itself is denounced by Pope Innocent X (Giovanni Battista Pamphilj) 

contemporaneously; an indication perhaps of the feeling of a loss of Catholic power.43 However, 

the treaty assumes paradigmatic significance only much later - in the 19 th century. That is to say, 

after the innovations of a post-Napoleonic European 'Concert System', and the first  conscious 

acts  of  Public  International  Law (e.g.  The Geneva Conventions).44 Westphalia  is  sought out, 

anachronistically, as a legal and moral antecedent for the behaviour of the European empires 

since.45 

After all the sectarian blood-letting of the Thirty Years' War a more 'enlightened' age allegedly 

had its fons et origo at Westphalia. International politics was going to be ever incrementally more 

'rational' and 'stable' now, as a strict calculation of material interests and that of a 'balance of  

power' between competing European empires against 'hegemony'.46 How jolly a soldier might 

have felt then that he was dying for an altogether more high-minded cause: such as to prevent a 

Bourbon from inheriting the Spanish throne, between 1701 and 1713.

The frankly innumerable, internecine wars waged after Westphalia, and their steadily progressive 

indices of lethality,47 should make the point served by facetiousness even more apparent. 'Secular' 

and 'Rational'  are  the touchstones  of  what  is  merely  self-aggrandising political  theology.  We 

choose that term for two reasons: a.) to demonstrate the lacklustre quality of its assumptions, and 

b.) because of how religion did not disappear into an ether of 'state interests' after 1648. 

We give the former argument, [(a)] in further detail at 2.3, below. To make the latter argument 

[(b)] first: it is instead the case that the Protestant Reformation is precisely the moment at which 

religion more fully begins to serve the state and vice versa. The shock and response to the initial 

'anarchy' let loose by Luther's rejection of papal authority (e.g. The Peasant's War)48 saw the man 

himself  go  to  punt  for  even  tighter religious  control  in  the  jurisdictions  of  the  Protestant 

princes.49 This served both the respective religious confession and the state, by creating much 

prized 'stability of rule'. It was axiomatic that loyal subjects were invariably devout Christians; 
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so 'stability' (or conformity, obeisance etc.) was rather a function of religious belief and scarcely 

its  absence.  Westphalia,  in  this  respect,  is  merely  The  Peace  of  Augsburg  (1555)  for  slow-

learners.50

Others such as the French reformer Jean Calvin can only turn Geneva into a 'model' city, in both 

a  spiritual  and an  administrative  sense,  after  this  intellectual  breakthrough;  namely that  the 

Prince can assume responsibility for religion as a  local affair without appeal to a transnational 

authority in Rome.51 Likewise, Thomas Hobbes' seminal 'realist' text, Leviathan, contending for 

the power of an almighty sovereign the better to save the realm from religious and civil discord,  

can  only be  written  in  the  context  of  Oliver  Cromwell's  puritanical  Commonwealth  of 

England.52

What we might understand, then, is how counter-intuitive the implications of Westphalia, and 

preceding religious warfare, really are. This is not helped by the Protestant affectation that a  

truly  Christian  Church  is  one  located  'above'  or  'outside'  politics  (whether  domestic  or 

international).53 It is an affectation just because of how, as mentioned, it was honoured in the 

breach more frequently than not. The Catholic Counter-Reformation was more intellectually 

honest for all of that by seeing its business as one of bringing about a 'Kingdom of God' on earth 

as a prelude to the one in heaven.54 The distinction, in short, between Luther's doctrine of Sola  

Fide obviating earthly 'works'  to enter heaven after death,  and the Catholic  emphasis to the 

contrary.

The Catholic Church, and its papacy, do not see any politics, let alone international politics, as a 

vacuum of  moral authority.55 Jesus Christ may have instructed the Jewish Pharisees, who were 

goading him, to 'render unto Caesar that  which is  Caesar's'  but this  only precluded violent 

insurrection  in  the  then  Roman  province  of  Judaea.56 It  did  not  proscribe  'persuading', 

'negotiating', 'manipulating' or otherwise 'coming to terms' with Caesar.57 Politics is never as 

narrow as  the  question  of  coercion.  Religious  conversion,  certainly  as  the  Catholic  Church 
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understands it by this stage, should be far from a coercive matter, as much as it is obviously 

political (in how it is achieved as a political matter, and has political, i.e. moral, content.)58

Indeed,  the  Protestant  'image'  to  the  contrary  carries  through  in  the  writing  of  Hans  J.  

Morgenthau or George F. Kennan, the 'realist'  doyens of the post-war Pax Americana,  with 

statements such as 'we cannot apply moral criteria to politics.'59 As Dennis J. Dunn put it: if this 

were true then how could one account for the Holy See at all today?60 Neither did Reinhold 

Niebuhr help the case of 'Christian Realism' at that time by essentially throwing his hands up at 

any attempt to reconcile religion with politics; considering the latter to be an 'amoral' plane.61 

2.2 – The Catholic response to Westphalia

The Catholic response to the challenge of the Reformation was not without contradiction and a 

measure of imitation, of course. The 'absolutist' monarchy of Catholic France, which reaps its 

own infamy by 1789, is only made possible by some diminution of papal authority (even though 

The  Edict  of  Nantes  is  revoked.)62 The  Pope  relinquishes  his  absolute  prerogative  over  the 

consecration  of  bishops  in  France.  Then  too,  there  was  the  phenomenon  of  the  'Crown 

Cardinal', jus exclusivae, who is nominated by a Catholic sovereign and empowered with a veto to 

use  during  papal  conclaves  (and  thereby  shut-out  popes  that  savour  too  much  of  Italian 

nationalism against all other nationalities.)63 At some distance from Westphalia, right up until the 

early 20th century, sovereigns still sought to hem in the Catholic Church in this way and harness 

papal power for their own benefit. 64

In France's colonies, and Spain's too, Catholic missionary work was a direct adjunct to respective 

imperial projects; as it was with centuries, since Charlemagne was given the title of Holy Roman 

Emperor by Leo III in AD800 (and a pretext, therein, to subjugate pagan Saxony and Muslim 

Iberia.)65 Catholicism would benefit from converts, tithes and benefices – while governors of 

New Spain or New France enjoyed the submission of the natives thereby generated.66 
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Meanwhile, hither in the Old World, the papacy would acquiesce to suppressing the entire Jesuit  

Order (i.e.  The Society of Jesus  – that  of Pope Francis)  during the 18 th century in order to 

appease  sovereigns  who  feared  the  Jesuits  as  too  much  resembling  agents  and  spies  of  a 

transnational government. Ironically, the Jesuits were freest under the Enlightened Despotism of  

the likes of Frederick the Great, in Protestant Prussia.67 The Jesuits too were the chief exponents 

of a 'Natural  Law' tradition in Catholic  International  Relations that came down against the 

enslavement and dispossession of 'pagans' encountered in the Americas – a factor to be weighted  

in their earlier expulsion from Portugal’s colonies.68 We recall that Jeremy Bentham, writing at 

the rise of the Pax Britannica in the 18th century, declared natural law to be 'nonsense on stilts'; 

the  papacy  of  the  same  time  counter-blasted  that  Grotian  International  Law  was  a  'mere 

Protestant Science.'69

Indeed, for all of that, the Holy See never permitted itself to be instrumentalised by the state  

nearly as much as Protestantism did. This was by dint of protectiveness of its own sovereignty, or 

independence, and authority. Thus do Lutheran pastors of Germany 'bless' the coming war in  

1914 while,  by contrast,  Pope Benedict  XV writes  the 'Peace Notes'  of  1915.70 An exception 

probably was the relationship of Napoléon and Pius VII between 1804 and 1814 (achieved by 

kidnapping, and annexation of Rome), but the mainly Protestant victors of the Coalition Wars 

still  restored  the  Catholic  papacy  to  what  it  had  been  before.  They  lacked  any  compelling 

Realpolitik to contrive this situation; so it seems the representations of the Holy See's delegate- 

plenipotentiary to Vienna in 1814-15, Cardinal Salvi, proved indispensable.71 

So,  if  we  must  pick  'winners'  from the  longue  durée of  the  Wars  of  Religion,  Catholicism 

presently enjoys 1.1 billion adherents worldwide in communion with a single head at Rome. 

Protestantism, on the other hand,  is  ecumenical of  necessity – with hundreds of  sects,  both  

evangelical  and no,  and between 600 and 800 million followers  thus segmented worldwide. 72 

Above all else, no Protestant bishop is anywhere a sovereign, or has diplomatic representatives. 
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David  Ryall  captured  the  complexity  of  the  Holy  See's  political  evolution  well  enough  by 

describing it as a status-quo inclined, and yet ultimately subversive international actor. 73 We mean 

subversive in this sense: that the Holy See's continuity of existence across a historical variety of 

systems of International Order and (dis-)Organisation constitutes an anomaly which destabilises 

International Relations Theory. In large part this too is because the Catholic Church is working 

through or despite the International system to repeatedly achieve what academic gatekeepers say it 

should not be able to (see Section 1.2, above). 

Again, it is counter-intuitive, but no less adroit for it, to conclude that Westphalia eventually  

benefited the Holy See  both from the standpoint of international politics  and its own internal 

governance.  Ultramontane,  meaning  literally  'from  beyond  the  mountains',  was  (before 

Westphalia) largely a term of German derogation towards a papacy that claimed supremacy in all 

fields of law whether civil or ecclesiastical. The Reformation conveniently 'vented' most of the 

dissenting  voices  in  Northern  Europe  from  the  Church,  leaving  it  in  a  position  where 

'Ultramontane'  began  to  be  taken seriously  as  a  descriptor  for  a  devout  Catholic's  political 

programme (by the 18th century).74

Historically, yes, Protestantism puts the power and might of the Anglo-American world beyond 

Rome's pale. Yet in what state is that power, of financial capital, today? Pope Francis seems better  

placed than many other international leaders in plain right of the Church's huge reservoir of  

human capital in Latin America and Africa; won through the historical accident of the Church's 

influence  holding  firm in  Southern  Europe.  Research  latterly  in  the  field  of  what  is  called 

'Biopolitics',  postulates  that from the time of Council  of  Trent (1538 onwards)  the Catholic 

Church's decisive turn towards policing sexual mores is motivated by a race to 'make up the 

numbers'  and  thus  augment  a  political power  base.75 As  the  ability  to  influence  rulers  and 

governments directly wanes, the Church responds reflexively and adopts an oblique approach by 

reaching beyond the state and down to the state's constituent 'family units'.76

14



2.3 - 'Theologies'

That brings us neatly onto the second, scarcely often as imputed, collaboration of religion in 

International Politics – namely with the forces of imperial  capitalism (born of the industrial 

revolution)  in  the  19th and  20th centuries.  Neither  does  it  want  for  company!  The  internal 

contradictions of capitalism are savoured of too by such an Anglo-American political science as is 

International Relations [hereafter 'IR']. The assumptions of 'rationality', 'efficiency', 'stability' 

(in opposition to 'anarchy') and of a 'self-regulating system' (as a corollary) are shared by both.77

The architecture of the global political  economy, likewise, is  still  that of the Bretton Woods 

institutions from the close of the Second World War. Liberal IR theorists of 'interdependence' 

assume  the  innate  virtue  of  this  capitalist globalisation  in  a.)  making  the  world  'safe'  for 

democracy and b.)  dis-incentivising  warfare.78 The  obliviousness  to  how capitalism presumes 

infinite growth of capital in a finite landscape of resources precludes Liberal theorists from too-

severe  dissonance;  such  as  grappling  with the  question  of  whom will  have  to  be  eventually 

dispossessed as 'less worthy'.79

When this shared set of  assumptions has been confronted or otherwise 'corrected' by reality 

(sometimes  too politely  it  is  referred  to  as  'a  miscalculation')80 disastrous  consequences  have 

ensued. Not least of these is death and destruction. The contradictory, knavish character of U.S. 

foreign  policy  itself  (i.e.  it  is  a  democracy  frequently  at  war,  often  covertly,  with  both 

democracies and non-democracies), and U.S. Stock Market fluctuations, have exacted a heavy toll 

from the time of two world wars that bequeathed it hegemony in victory.81

IR did not escape History, either as a force or a discipline,82 and by that we mean a scholarly 

study of state power not only spoke to it (with the aim of describing it accurately) but also spoke, 

too  often,  from a  position  of  such  power.  Niccolo  Machiavelli  might  be  considered  a  cause  

celébre.83 Hence,  why  Westphalia  was  taken  up  and  transformed  into  a  dogma  of  sorts  by 

academics of the era of Lords Castlereagh (who pioneered the 'Concert' system after Vienna, in  
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1815)  and Palmerston.  The latter  being something of  a  personification of  the later-identified 

military-industrial complex, and infamous for dicta such as "there are no permanent friends, only 

permanent interests."84 Palmerston too deployed the gunboats of the British Navy to open a 'free 

market'  for  raw  heroin  in  China  in  the  1840s  (from  whence  comes  the  term  'Gunboat 

Diplomacy'.)85 

The more intriguing probematique lies within one of Britain's 'Home Nations', Ireland, at that 

time. Though Max Weber would only later identify the affinity of Protestantism for capitalism 

(and vice versa), in 1905,86 Ireland was a crucible much earlier for how laissez-faire policies and an 

Established (i.e. State-run) Church could work in tandem to achieve common aims. Ireland was 

England's first colony at all,  and had been conceptualised since the 12th century AD in such 

terms. It should be recalled too that the colonisation of much of the African continent (and the  

'Middle-East') was yet to take place, meaning that much portends for IR in the Irish case in the 

1840s.87

Ireland's was a traditional case then, as colonial  contexts go, and the response of the British  

government to the catastrophic failure of the potato crop between 1845 and 1848 (a monoculture 

deliberately encouraged by exploitative land and tenancy law) was, if an unfeeling one, still armed 

with  plenty  of  justification  from  a  'providential'  Protestant  theology.88 Catholicism  had 

'encouraged'  or  otherwise  'indulged'  the  supposed  idleness  and  lack  of  thrift  of  the  Irish.  

Combined with a Malthusian (not Smithian) view of economics, and a Presbyterian sensibility  

that outcomes are 'fated' (and can be retributive), it did not shock when the government refused 

to put in place food-price controls.89 

Instead government assistance to the Irish population was conditional as if operating on the basis  

of 'spare the rod, and spoil the child'. Government workhouses distributed food and provided 

shelter to those who agreed to tender their labour building roads to nowhere.90 It was imperative 

to  those  organising  relief  schemes  that  the  moral  hazard  of  a  'culture  of  dependency'  was 

avoided.91 Railroad magnates in Ireland benefited too from the devaluation of the labour market,  
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such that meagre wages were not as often the cause of worker unrest as the perception 'outsiders' 

to  a  locality  were  being  employed  first  on  projects.92 Soup  kitchens  established  by  certain 

Protestant  congregations  were likewise  opportunistic,  and proselytised unto Catholics  whom 

they held captive by an empty stomach (without marked success to judge from the 1861 census).93

Though  it  is  debatable  how  concerted  and  conscious  the  combined  actions  of  (Protestant) 

Church  and  State  were  during  the  Irish  Famine  (strong  'intentionalists'  have  suggested  its 

inclusion within the canons of genocide),94 both certainly benefited in plain right of the death of 

1 million Catholics by malnutrition or starvation, and the emigration of a further 1 million in  

the immediate decade afterwards. The restless demography of the 'congested districts' was now 

so dampened as to delay armed insurrection until the next century. Prime Minister Gladstone's 

later  attempts  to 'pacify  Ireland'  benefited from a much lower ratio  of  (relatively  wealthier)  

tenants  to  available  acreage  when he embarked on land redistribution and 'buy-back'  in  the 

1860s.95 

Catholicism's synonymity with the nationalism of rural Irish smallholders took strongest root 

for the want of timelier British intervention (a 'Catholic Revival', or Irish Ultramontanism' is 

generally dated to 1850 and the era of Cardinal Paul Cullen). 96 Most literally, the the papacy won 

footsoldiers, when as many as 8,000 Irishmen would later volunteer for the Papal Army during  

the Italian Wars of Unification, between 1869 and 1870.97

How this is significant for wider world politics should be obvious: throughout the 'third world'  

latterly  subjected  to  the  colonial  depredations  of  (White)  European  rule,  Catholicism  has 

benefited  from  being  a  'voice  for  the  marginalised'  or  'option  for  the  poor'. 98 Catholic 

'Corporatism',  distilled  from Catholic  Social  Teaching  by  Pius  XI  between the  world  wars,  

offered  a  'third-way'  to  strike  a  balance  between workers'  rights  and  that  of  (whom would  

remain)  the  private  owner-employer.99 More  radical  Liberation Theology which was  suffused 

with an implicit Marxist critique of Latin American politics (though certainly not containing as 

much Marxist praxis as the Holy See feared) likewise thrived from the  1960s onward.100 
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We should  caution  that  it  is  obviously  not  always  so.  Where  the  autocrats,  generalissimos, 

kleptocrats and oligarchs have been dutiful Catholics by appointment of the Monroe Doctrine,  

the Holy See's criticism (if not that of its local hierarchy) has been tempered, and even muted. 

The Philippines, Argentina and Chile between the 1970s and 1980s stand witness to a Church 

'hedging bets' for fear of a Communist takeover in those countries, however unlikely.101 

To take Ireland as exemplary again: the country's post-colonial vacuum of authority was amply 

filled  through  Catholic  holy  orders'  provision  of  social  services  (such  as  schools,  sanatoria, 

asylums and hospitals) to a fledgling state otherwise unable to afford it.102 Thereby, the Catholic 

hierarchy of Ireland came to fashion a state which collaborated with it from the inside-out after 

1922, in one of the most comprehensive counter-revolutions achieved in Europe since 1849.103

It must further be heeded how the vaunted, self-regarding 'Protestant work ethic' gives lie to 

what  was  touted,  even in the  19th century,  as  an age  witness  to  the  'disenchantment  of  the 

world.'104 Capitalism  is  arguably  such  a  long-lasting,  though  deeply  exploitative,  means  of 

economic organisation because of its capacity for hybridisation and re-invention. In this case it  

integrated  a  politics  of  self-interest  and  a  Christianity  of  control  (over  non-elites)  and  self-

righteousness. We therefore must remain suspicious of theoretical approaches in IR which trace 

their intellectual history to the foreign policy practice of 19th century empires. Religion abides 

but, on the contrary, a sneering disregard for the 'superstition' or 'backward' religion of the 

colonised buttresses core assumptions of superiority and either 'advancement' or 'progress'.105

A dotted line might thus be drawn placing such a colonial chauvinism at the root of exalted 

notions about a 'post-religious' world order, in the latter IR practice of the 20 th century. Samuel 

Huntington's  Clash  of  Civilisations  (1992)  is  infamous  for  its  risible,  even  racist,  central 

premonition, and it is clearly a call-to-arms, that the nation-states (sh-)would club together along 

confessional  lines  once  more  at  the  close  of  the  Cold  War.106 'Christendom  versus  Islamic 

Ummah' was the centre-ring fight merely interrupted by the ideological clash of communism and 
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capitalism.107 Frankly, to suggest a particular sect is the basis of as mediated, nebulous and cynical 

a concept as 'civilisation' is to rehearse libels as old as the Roman Empire with its conflation of  

Romanitas and Christianitas.108

George W. Bush advisor Robert  Kagan in a slim pre-Iraq war pamphlet,  Paradise  and Power 

(2002), was more honest (though unintentionally so). He suggested that the European Union and 

United States, as a respective apotheoses of liberal, capitalist democracy, must be guarded (with 

force) against 'savages' whose only rule is 'the law of the jungle'.109 Perhaps not Christendom (i.e. 

'The  West')  against  The  Rest  then,  but  rather  'Capitalism  versus  its  Discontents  and 

Dispossessed' is, was, and will remain the true clash of our age.

Global  politics  too is  more properly 'secular'  now than it  ever  was,  which would hardly be 

difficult. And still it  would be mistaken to assume religion had either been the main culprit or 

biggest obstacle to crafting a 'rational' or 'stable'  global politics. We should sooner implicate 

nationalism, racism, religiosity and capitalism (frequently all four at once; with the former three 

at the altar of the latter) than naïvely imagining some future idyll on the international plane 

which is 'free' of only religious, and not systemic violence.110

Prevailing discourse  has been distinctly unhelpful thus far with its  supposition that 'militant  

Islam' is responsible for the 'resurgence' of the religion in IR in the 21st century. It ought to be 

asked, a.) when 'Islam', or indeed any other religion, ever departed the international plane, as is 

implied, and, b.) what is the relation of the conduct of both U.S. and British foreign policy, to 

'irrational'  Islamic  actions  that  are  set  against  it?111 Too  quickly  we  assume  the  colonial 

chauvinism of an earlier age is a buried hatchet, so that it seems churlish to suggest it persists 

(even subtly) for both 'actors' and 'practitioners' in IR. A materialist account of the rights and 

wrongs in how global society is ruled (and ruined) is similarly derided as too 'leftist' to be taken  

seriously by IR's Anglo-American milieu (the 'realist' wing of which usually responds to cries of 

injustice by rehearsing Thucydides' Melian dialogue.)112 
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Conclusions

We have demonstrated that the Holy See is enmeshed the International System, albeit because of 

historically contingent and thus legally convoluted processes. Even if it were not, we conclude 

that it would be better to keep it so interwoven, at least for now. If we were to address both 

nation-states and transnational religious organisations in colloquy we might say, making sure to 

direct our gaze towards the nation-states especially, 'You are at least as bad as one another.'113 

When popes have come to address the United Nations General Assembly with lofty words, fine 

aspirations and bountiful platitudes, their credibility deficit is no more yawning than when the 

President of the United States or Prime Minister of Japan has likewise done so. To wit, what  

sense is there in excluding the government, and leader, of the world's largest religion from either 

the obligations of International Law or the good offices of diplomacy? The 'plenitude of papal 

power', as it was once more grandly announced, is still greater than that of many nation-states  

combined and should be closely observed and carefully engaged with. 

Pope  Francis  last  year  transposed  UN instruments  on  the  protection  of  the  child  into  the  

Vatican's criminal law, which may be a route to greater accountability than canon law will ever 

afford, if the Holy See can be hoist on that petard.114 At the Cairo conference twenty years hence, 

the Holy See forged a 'coalition' of sorts with Islamic states just as ferociously opposed to the 

expansion of international reproductive health rights.115 Perhaps, rather than hue and cry, closer 

attention might have been paid to the potential for such a constellation of forces to emerge, the 

better to strategically counter it?

Everywhere  the  'Westphalian'  state  succumbs  to  the  increasing  granularity  of  supranational 

organisation and globalisation so that it hardly seems appropriate to cast out the world's oldest 

'global' body for the sake of a Platonic form. Opportunities beckon in the break-down, which is  

only the latest in a long-line for the Holy See: an institution the British Foreign Office knew to 

'think in terms of centuries.'116 Many states will not be long for passing in what is but a twinkle 

in the languid eyes of Rome. These states could learn from the Holy See how to fail better. 
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• Appendices  

A - What's your preferential view of the 'generative causes' of anarchy?

21



B – Distribution of Christians Worldwide and Schematic of Christian Schism

Fig. 1 Catholicism Worldwide

Fig. 2 Protestantism Worldwide (Darkest Red: ≥90% of population)

Fig. 3 – Schism in Christianity
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