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CATHOLIC CHRISTIAN DEMOCRATS IN  
POLITICAL EXILE IN THE GLOBAL  
TWENTIETH CENTURY

Wolfram Kaiser and Piotr H. Kosicki

Exile can be a challenging experience: insufficient language skills; no abili-
ty to work, or at least to work in one’s established profession; limited funds 
for living expenses and few social contacts. When Luigi Sturzo, the founder 
of the Italian Popular Party after the First World War, arrived in England 
in October 1924, he could speak French well, but had no knowledge of En-
glish. Moreover, much of the Catholic Church and leading Catholic thinkers 
supported the fascist regime in Italy and were neutral or even hostile to-
wards him personally. Sturzo might have been truly miserable had he not 
met Barbara Barclay Carter at a dinner in December 1924 organised by the 
St. Joan’s Social and Political Alliance, which advocated women’s rights and 
political participation. When Sturzo could no longer live in Church-owned 
accommodation, she and her friend Cicely Marshall invited him to move 
in with them in 1926. They created a “survival system” that carried Sturzo 
through the years leading up to his move to the United States in 1940: they 
managed the household, translated his texts, helped him get published, 
and put him in touch with Catholic dissenters opposed to fascism and ap-
peasement, as well as Catholic exiles from other European countries.1 

Politicians like Sturzo faced additional obstacles in exile compared to 
academics, artists, novelists and others. Several depended on the sup-
port of their governments-in-exile. If exiled politicians were lucky, they 
disposed of private or political contacts which allowed them to move 
to their host country and receive some local support, even if they never  
really “integrated” with their new place of residence.2 Alongside private 

1	 Giovanna Farrell-Vinay, “The London Exile of Don Luigi Sturzo (1924-1940),” Heythrop Journal 
45, no. 2 (2004): 158-177, at 163.

2	 On the choice of “integration” vs. “representation” faced by political exiles, see Michel Dumou-
lin and Idesbald Goddeeris, “Introduction,” in Michel Dumoulin and Idesbald Goddeeris, eds, 
Intégration ou représentation? Les exilés polonais en Belgique et la construction européenne 
(Louvain-la-Neuve: Bruylant, 2005), 5-12.

9
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3	 Mira L. Siegelberg, Statelessness: A Modern History (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
2020).

4	 See, e.g., Anthony Glees, Exile Politics during the Second World War: The German Social Democrats 
in Britain (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982).

5	 See, e.g., Or Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism: Visions of World Order in Britain and the 
United States, 1939-1950 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017), 241-271.

6	 On the impact of the totalitarian regimes on the engagement of the Catholic Church and Catho-
lics with modernity, see also James Chappel, Catholic Modern: The Challenge of Totalitarianism 
and the Remaking of the Church (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2018).

networks, host country institutions, including secret services or political 
foundations, for example, provided such support. This was the case for 
some younger Christian Democrats who fled Chile after the 1973 military 
coup d’état, for example, and who were able to study at Western European 
universities with the help of grants from organisations such as the Konrad 
Adenauer Foundation with affiliated sister parties, in this case the West 
German Christian Democratic Union. 

Usually, however, politicians in exile could neither participate in the 
politics of their host country nor have a real impact on their home country 
during periods of authoritarian and dictatorial rule there. They were often 
restricted to small circles of exiles from the same country, or the same po-
litical persuasion, and in danger of stewing in their own juices. Some were 
deprived of citizenship altogether, all while refusing (or being refused the 
opportunity) to adopt the nationality of their host country, thereby joining 
the swelling ranks of the “stateless”.3 More often than not, it was not the 
exiles abroad who ultimately shaped transitions to democracy, but rather 
other groups: those who had gone into internal exile, dissidents and mem-
bers of resistance movements, or simply the next generation(s), who may 
have neither understood nor particularly cared about the priorities voiced 
by exiles in distant bistros and club rooms over years or even decades. 
These exiles then returned to a country that they no longer knew well 
enough to exercise any influence in an era of democratic politics.

This book focuses specifically on the political exile of Catholic Chris-
tian Democrats. More research has been done on socialists, communists 
and even liberals in political exile, who constituted larger groups, at least 
in the case of refugees from right-wing regimes.4 Research on Catholic 
Christian Democrats in exile in turn has largely focused on celebrated 
individuals like Sturzo.5 These were normally influenced in some way by 
socio-economic reformism in the spirit of Catholic social teaching and 
strongly opposed to either clerical, military, fascist and national-social-
ist dictatorships from the Right or, after 1945, communist regimes from 
the Left.6 To be clear, this was often not the same as support for pluralist 
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7	 On this question of continuity see also Martin Conway, “The Rise and Fall of Western Europe’s 
Democratic Age, 1945-1973,” Contemporary European History 13, no. 1 (2004): 67-88.

8	 Wolfram Kaiser, Christian Democracy and the Origins of European Union (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007); Michael Gehler and Wolfram Kaiser, eds, Christian Democracy in Europe 
since 1945 (London: Routledge, 2004); Tom Buchanan and Martin Conway, eds, Political Catholi-
cism in Europe 1918-1965 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996).

9	 See, e.g., Paul E. Sigmund, “Maritain on Politics,” in Deal W. Hudson and Matthew J. Mancini, eds, 
Understanding Maritain: Philosopher and Friend (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1987), 
153-170.

democracy – let alone market economy – which were at odds with fash-
ionable neo-corporatist concepts of state and society (not “state corpora- 
tism”) that were influential during the inter-war period and to some ex-
tent spilled over into post-war debates and political practices.7

Only some of these political exiles would, like Sturzo, have used the 
term “Christian Democrat” to describe their political identity, at least ini-
tially. After all, the term has its origins in the inter-war period but only 
became widespread as the hallmark of a particular political orientation 
and form of party organisation in Europe and Latin America after 1945.8 
In fact, Jacques Maritain, who exercised intellectual leadership not least 
with his work in exile in the United States, refused the label “Christian 
Democrat” for himself.9 Nonetheless, he profoundly influenced the Chris-
tian Democratic movement – especially in Latin America after the Second 
World War – and he maintained close links with self-identified Christian 
Democrats like Sturzo in a manner that clearly warrants his inclusion in a 
book about Christian Democrats in political exile.

In the light of this lack of clarity as to who was, or considered himself 
to be, a “Christian Democrat”, and at what point in time, we try to take a 
middle path and include individuals and groups of exiles who saw them-
selves as Christian Democrats or were connected in some way, however 
loosely, with this worldview or associated networks through their think-
ing or social contacts. Not all of these exiles were emphatically democratic 
or obviously Christian-inspired in their political beliefs – something that 
the individual chapters in this book will seek to clarify for their respective 
protagonists.

Moreover, we focus on the political exile of Christian Democrats during 
the (short) global twentieth century from the end of the First World War 
to the end of the Cold War. We do so for two main reasons. Although the 
origins of Christian Democracy as inspired to a large degree by Catholic 
social teaching lie in the late nineteenth century, as a political ideology it 
only came of age in interwar Europe and as a political movement of organ-
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10	 See Pertti Ahonen et al., eds, People on the Move: Forced Population Movements in Europe in the 
Second World War and its Aftermath (Oxford: Berg, 2008).

11	 See, e.g., Janusz Zabłocki, Chrześcijańska Demokracja w kraju i na emigracji, 1947-1970 (Lublin: 
Ośrodek PZKS w Lublinie, 1999).

12	 Without a specific focus on Catholic Christian Democrats see Mario Sznajder and Luis Roniger, 
eds, The Politics of Exile in Latin America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Pablo 
Yankelevich and Silvina Jensen, eds, Exilios, destinos y experiencias bajo la dictadura militar  
(Buenos Aires: Editorial del Zorzal, 2007).

ised political parties, after the Second World War, both in Europe and in 
Latin America.

We sometimes think of political exile as a phenomenon of the long 
nineteenth century from Royalist exiles from Revolutionary France to 
Lenin’s exile from Tsarist Russia. While the nineteenth century saw mass 
migration from Europe to the Americas, which was often induced by so-
cio-economic plight, not political concerns, the twentieth century was 
overshadowed by the unprecedented phenomenon of forced population 
movements effected by the totalitarian regimes.10 At the same time, these 
regimes were characterised by a new quality of equally systematic and 
brutal repression of domestic dissent, which induced more politicians – 
including Catholic Christian Democrats – to go into exile to avoid impris-
onment or death.

Where studies on Catholic Christian Democrats in exile during the glob-
al twentieth century go beyond the biographical approach, they normally 
still adopt a national lens.11 We seek to take the first step toward overcom-
ing this national introspection by bringing national and transnational per-
spectives together in a global and longitudinal approach to the phenome-
non of Christian Democrats in political exile, to lay foundations for future 
research in this direction. Thus, the book includes chapters on continental 
European exile in the United Kingdom and North America through 1945; 
on Spanish exile during the period of the Franco dictatorship after the Civ-
il War of 1936-39; on East-Central European exile after the defeat of Nazi 
Germany and the establishment of communist rule from 1944-48 through 
the end of the Cold War and Latin American exile in Europe and North 
America through the lens of Chile after the 1973 coup d’état.

All chapters are based on fresh (archival) research. We do not claim to 
treat the exile of Catholic Christian Democrats in a comprehensive man-
ner. However, the combined chapters set out many issues of political exile 
which invite further research on transnational and comparative aspects, 
for example to explore the different experiences of Latin American Chris-
tian Democrats in exile during the 1970s and 1980s.12
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13	 Arguably analogous political forms in Africa and Asia nonetheless follow their own distinctive 
(sometimes, post-colonial) trajectories: see, e.g., David Halloran Lumsdaine, ed, Evangelical 
Christianity and Democracy in Asia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Paolo Borruso, “The 
Impossibility of a Christian Democracy in Africa? The Uganda Experience,” in Jean-Dominique 
Durand, ed, Christian Democrat Internationalism: Its Action in Europe and Worldwide from post-
World War II until the 1990s, vol. 3 (Brussels: P.I.E. Peter Lang, 2014), 97-106; Carlo Invernizzi 
Accetti, What is Christian Democracy? Politics, Religion and Ideology (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2019), 317-344.

In the case of the Christian Democrats, “global” essentially means Eu-
rope and the Americas if we want to avoid the Orientalist pretence that 
there must be Christian Democracy to be found in Africa and Asia as well.13 
This broad spatial scope also allows us to start exploring inter-regional ex-
changes and transfers that go beyond a continental perspective limited to 
Europe or North America, for example. In this volume, the two chapters on 
Chile demonstrate, for example, how experiences of centrist cooperation 
in Europe facilitated the rapprochement between Christian Democrats 
and democratic socialists before and during the Chilean transition back to 
democracy in the late 1980s. We hope that our book will incentivise more 
research in this direction in the future. Such research could explore the 
structures of, and the relations within, trans-regional networks, including 
those of political exiles, and their contributions to the transfer of institu-
tions and practices during political transitions or in the context of incipi-
ent regional integration.

The chapters in this book explore four key themes. The first concerns 
the social and political composition of the Christian Democrats in political 
exile in a broad sense. Who were they, where did they locate themselves in 
their respective national party traditions, and how should we understand 
their decision to emigrate? Sometimes these departures took place under 
duress, as the result of persecution or violence. In other cases, they were 
voluntary, constituting a positive choice not to withdraw into private life 
but instead take on the new regime from abroad. How did these political 
exiles interact with pre-existing domestic traditions: alongside Christian 
Democracy, other flavours of political Catholicism, such as Christian so-
cialism or Catholic conservatism? How did the exiles decide where to go? 
How did they manage to get to the host country, for example: did they 
draw on the help of pre-existing party contacts, or charities and relief or-
ganisations?

The second theme concerns the host countries themselves, their po-
litical and social cultures and how they received the political exiles. Af-
ter all, exiles could put great strain on internally divided countries with 
weak economies, as in the case of France in the 1930s. Did the political 
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14	 Guido Müller, “Anticipated Exile of Catholic Democrats: The Secrétariat International des Partis 
Démocratiques d’Inspiration Chrétienne,” in Wolfram Kaiser and Helmut Wohnout, eds, Political 
Catholicism in Europe 1918-45 (London: Routledge, 2004), 252-264.

15	 Piotr H. Kosicki, “Christian Democracy’s Global Cold War,” in Piotr H. Kosicki and Sławomir 
Łukasiewicz, eds, Christian Democracy across the Iron Curtain: Europe Redefined (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 221-256; Stanisław Gebhardt, “The Christian Democratic Union of 
Central Europe,” in Piotr H. Kosicki and Sławomir Łukasiewicz, eds, Christian Democracy across 
the Iron Curtain (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 411-424; Peter Van Kemseke, Towards an 
Era of Development: The Globalization of Socialism and Christian Democracy, 1945-1965 (Leuven: 
Leuven University Press, 2006), 172-181.

exiles gain access to the host country’s government or relevant leaders 
of political parties? Did they try to influence those countries’ relations 
with their home country, where this was even an option? What shaped 
their social integration with fellow exiles from the same home countries, 
or other Christian Democrats from different countries, or with the local 
host population? This may have been especially difficult in predominantly 
Protestant countries like the United Kingdom and the United States, with 
a Catholic Church and Catholic minority cultures that were strongly ul-
tramontane in the nineteenth century and quite supportive of right-wing 
European dictatorships that the Vatican tacitly endorsed or tolerated.

The political organisation of exiles constitutes the book’s third main 
theme. Once abroad, how did Sturzo, for example, interact with other Ital-
ian exiles like the liberal diplomat and key member of the Mazzini Society, 
Count Carlo Sforza, following the latter’s move to the United States in 1940? 
National and transnational solidarities receive equal consideration here: 
Christian Democrats in exile sought to bring together political exiles from 
a wider Catholic Christian Democratic spectrum in order to develop social 
contacts and have meaningful discussions about reconstruction after a 
possible future transition out of war and/or into democracy. The resulting 
organisational structures included the Secrétariat International des Par-
tis Démocratiques d’Inspiration Chrétienne, which Sturzo initiated from 
his exile together with the French Parti Démocrate Populaire in 1925;14 
the International Christian Democratic Union (ICDU) formed in London 
with the help of the People & Freedom Group in 1940 and discussed by 
Wolfram Kaiser in his chapter in this book; and the Christian Democratic 
Union of Central Europe (CDUCE) which operated from New York begin-
ning from 1950 onwards.15 How did Spanish, East-Central European and 
Latin American Christian Democrats in exile interact with those in West-
ern Europe who, beginning in 1945, rebuilt parliamentary democracies  
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16	 See, e.g., Idesbald Goddeeris, “Exiles’ Strategies for Lobbying in International Organisations: 
Eastern European Participation in the Nouvelles Équipes Internationales,” European Review of 
History/Revue européenne d’histoire 11, no. 3 (2004): 383-400; Józef Łaptos, “L’apport des exilés 
d’au-delà du rideau de fer à la construction européenne,” in Michel Dumoulin and Idesbald 
Goddeeris, eds, Intégration ou représentation? Les exilés polonais en Belgique et la construction 
européenne (Louvain-la-Neuve: Bruylant, 2005), 187-212.

17	 See Christopher Clark and Wolfram Kaiser, eds, Culture Wars: Catholic-Secular Conflicts in Nine-
teenth-Century Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).

and took new paths towards international collaboration through regional 
integration in what is now the European Union? Did these exiles adopt 
distinctly Christian Democratic structures and practices also for their 
work under the auspices of non-Christian Democratic organisations like 
the Free Europe Committee or the United Nations?16

The fourth theme, lastly, concerns the political exiles’ intellectual and 
programmatic work. What ideas did they develop for a new post-war or 
post-Cold War order in Europe and beyond? Did these ideas matter during 
the reconstruction and transition periods after both hot and cold wars? 
Or were these ideas and plans marginalised as a result of dynamic social, 
economic and political developments on the ground during processes of 
reconstruction and transition that these exiles could not effectively influ-
ence, either from abroad or following their return to the home country? 
Even if it perhaps did not have much impact on reconstruction and tran-
sition processes, what (if any) distinctively Christian Democratic ideology 
and agenda emerged under the conditions of exile?

In Europe, Catholics had experience with exile throughout the long 
nineteenth century. At the time of the Prussian-German (and European) 
culture wars over the relationships between politics and religion and the 
state and church, priest-politicians as well as many other clergy went into 
exile.17 Political exile of self-declared Catholic Christian Democrats only 
began with the priest-politician Sturzo in 1924, however. He resolutely 
refused to accept Benito Mussolini’s fascist usurpation of power and abo-
lition of democracy or to support the Vatican’s search for accommodation 
and compromise with the new regime.

The illiberal turn in European politics in the 1920s and 1930s posed 
hard questions for Catholics actively involved in politics, which at that 
time still included priest-politicians like Sturzo, whose situation and per-
sonal decision-making was further complicated by their dependency on 
the Church hierarchy. In several countries the Church hierarchy as well 
as most Catholic believers supported newly established dictatorships 
that were inspired in different ways by traditional conservative notions of 
Catholicism and social order. This was the case in Portugal, for example, 
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where António de Oliveira Salazar created the Estado Novo in the early 
1930s, thus transforming the military dictatorship established in 1926 
into a Catholic-inspired corporatist authoritarian dictatorship. It was 
also true of Spain during and after the Civil War of 1936-39, where the 
majority of Catholics supported Francisco Franco’s Nationalists against 
the Republican Government in Madrid; or of the First Slovak Republic 
when it was created in 1939 as a Nazi German puppet state building on 
the mobilisation of Catholic Slovak nationalism under the leadership of 
priest-politician Jozef Tiso. Even in Germany, the Vatican pressured the 
Centre parliamentary party in the Reichstag to support Adolf Hitler’s so-
called Enabling Act in 1933 – this, in the hope of negotiating a concordat 
that would fully protect the interests of the Catholic Church and Catholics 
in the newly established totalitarian regime.

In these circumstances, only relatively few Catholics went into exile 
compared to socialists and communists, who were viciously persecuted 
by the new right-wing regimes. They opposed the new regimes on differ-
ent grounds: some saw them as a fundamental threat to civil (not nec-
essarily religious) liberties; or they had developed a strong stake in and 
were keen to defend parliamentary democracy; or they were critical of 
capitalist economic structures but did not regard what they called “state 
corporatism” propagated by some of these regimes as a legitimate alter-
native. Many of those who went into political exile were persecuted for 
their prior opposition to the new political parties and elites that estab-
lished the new right-wing regimes and went into political exile as a result. 
Several among those in the Centre Party who had opposed support for the 
1933 Enabling Law in internal discussions prior to the vote in Parliament, 
like Carl Spiecker, for example, fled quickly to avoid internment in the new 
concentration camps.

In the first chapter in this first section about the political exile of con-
tinental European Catholic Christian Democrats, Wolfram Kaiser takes a 
transnational perspective on the relatively small group of Catholic Chris-
tian Democrats in London, from the time of Sturzo’s arrival there in 1924 
through to the end of the war. Based on archival documents and media 
reports as well as autobiographical accounts, he explores the great im-
portance of solidarity networks of mostly female progressive Catholics 
like Barbara Barclay Carter and Virginia Crawford for the well-being and 
at least partial integration of Christian Democratic political exiles in the 
United Kingdom. These middle-class Catholics became engaged in char-
ity work to support exiles from Italy and Spain in the first instance, and 
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they also helped Sturzo to create the People & Freedom Group to estab-
lish British and transnational contacts. However, Kaiser also shows that 
leading Catholics in governments-in-exile (notably, the Benelux countries) 
focused on their countries’ military contribution and concrete post-war 
planning. With the partial exception of Basques and East-Central Europe-
ans, the ICDU meetings were mostly attended by individuals on the mar-
gins of mainstream Catholic and Christian Democratic politics. Moreover, 
their proposals for the dismemberment of Germany and the creation of 
a democratic world organisation, not European integration, were quickly 
overtaken by post-war developments in Western Europe as the Cold War 
began.

In the second chapter in this section, based on archival as well as pub-
lished sources, Paolo Acanfora explores Sturzo’s exile in the United States 
in depth, focusing on how his contacts with American Catholics and other 
Italian political exiles shaped Sturzo’s views of the United States and of the 
future post-war faces of Italy and the international system alike. Acanfora 
demonstrates how Sturzo became convinced that only the United States, if 
supported by the moral influence of the Catholic Church, could act as the 
engine of a new international order based on the principles articulated in 
the 1941 Atlantic Charter. To Sturzo, the fight for such a new international 
order was essential to protect the interests of Italy in what he considered 
to be a just peace treaty that would distinguish sharply between those 
responsible for fascism and the Italian people as a whole. In the end, how-
ever, Sturzo was unable to influence American decision-makers in a signif-
icant manner. As Acanfora also shows, the Holy See asked him to remain in 
the United States for more than one year after the end of the war, not least 
because of his Republican inclinations which would have made it more 
difficult for Alcide De Gasperi, the leader of the newly created Democrazia 
Cristiana, to unite his party and dominate Italian politics. As a Catholic 
Italian priest, Sturzo even at this point remained under the political yoke 
of the Vatican.

In the third chapter, Carlo Invernizzi Accetti uses the lens of political 
theory to study how the experience of exile in the United States shaped the 
ideas of Luigi Sturzo and Jacques Maritain. Based on the analysis of their 
publications during exile, he argues that both became fascinated with the 
United States as an alternative political system and culture that articulates 
politics and religion in a different key. Whereas European Catholics had 
long been sharply critical of what they saw as materialistic, individualistic 
and Protestant-dominated American politics and culture with its separa-
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tion of church and state, the experience of exile led Sturzo and Maritain to 
reconsider and revise these views, for example by appreciating the pecu-
liarly American notion of liberty. This, Invernizzi Accetti argues, profound-
ly shaped the more positive attitudes of Christian Democrats towards the 
United States and the Atlantic Alliance in Cold War Western Europe. How-
ever, these attitudes remained somewhat ambivalent, as is also reflected 
in Sturzo’s renewed criticisms of the United States towards the end of the 
Second World War and in the war’s immediate aftermath, when he ac-
cused the US of having surrendered the principle of global organisation 
and presided over what he considered the unfair treatment of Italy.

The second section starts with a chapter by Christopher Stroot about 
exile and Catholic politics in Spain from the 1930s through the death of 
Franco in 1975, drawing on extensive archival research as well as auto-
biography. In Spain, Catholic politics came of age with the creation of the 
Confederación Española de Derechas Autónomas founded to oppose anti-
clerical politics and policies. Many of its founders were at best semi-loy-
al to the Republic, however. As Stroot explores for the two cases of José 
María Gil Robles and Manuel Giménez Fernández, several of these exiles 
subsequently endorsed democratisation and Europeanisation in opposi-
tion to Franco, however. Their experience of exile – two decades in France 
and Portugal in the case of Gil Robles and internal exile in the case of 
Giménez Fernández – facilitated the shift from semi-loyalty to support for 
parliamentary democracy and regional integration based on the post-war 
Western European model. Both men helped to mobilise international and 
domestic support for the anti-Franco democratic opposition. This in turn 
facilitated the transition in the 1970s, though Christian Democracy as a 
distinctive political movement largely failed in the first free elections in 
1977.

Based on research in Basque and international archives, Leyre Arrieta in 
the second chapter in this section explores the peculiar case of the Basque 
Nationalist Party. Imbued with in-vogue Christian Democratic ideas in 
the first half of the 1930s, Basque nationalist leaders, despite their strong 
Catholicism, opted for the Republic and against Franco in 1936. Many of 
them fled Spain as Franco’s troops occupied the Basque Country. These 
Basque leaders worked hard in exile in Western Europe and the United 
States to build networks and to play a role in international organisations 
like the ICDU and then the Nouvelles Équipes Internationales (NEI) after 
1945. For them, as Arrieta shows, this cooperation served to justify their 
opposition to Franco in the eyes of Catholics and, more particularly, the 
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Vatican. They also believed that the newly emerging integrated post-war 
(Western) Europe could constitute an ideal home for stateless nations like 
the Basques.

The third chapter in this section is devoted to the Catalan politician Jo-
sep Maria Trias Peitx from the Unió Democràtica de Catalunya, who was 
one of approximately 440,000 people who fled Spain during the winter of 
1938-39. Based on archival research in Catalonia, France and the United 
States as well as oral history interviews, Gemma Caballer analyses his at-
tempted mediation between the Republican government and the Holy See 
to re-establish relations and guarantee religious freedom. She goes on to 
explore Trias Peitx’s exile in France until his death in 1979, painting a vivid 
picture of his humanitarian work in the south of France. In the end, he be-
came increasingly marginal to his party’s politics during the transition to 
democracy – a fate that many Christian Democratic political exiles shared.

The third section is devoted to Christian Democratic political exiles 
from East-Central Europe who settled in Western Europe and the United 
States as a consequence of the establishment of communist rule over their 
home countries in the years 1944-48.18 Exile and migration form one of 
the defining thematic axes of the historiography of modern East-Central 
Europe.19 Multiple waves of outward migration reshaped the region in the 
mid-twentieth century, first in the wake of the German and Soviet inva-
sions of Poland in 1939, and subsequently, following the war’s conclusion, 
when the short-lived post-war strategy of “popular fronts” gave way to 
rule throughout the region by full-blown Stalinist regimes steered from 
the Kremlin. Some of the exiled wartime intellectual and political leader-
ship remained in the United Kingdom, the United States or France after the 
Second World War; others remained in or returned to Budapest, Prague or 
Warsaw, only then to escape or be pressured into exile yet again.20

In this era of “double exile” for East-Central European activists and 
politicians, Christian Democracy played a role whose visibility and signifi-
cance far outweighed its electoral power – even in countries where Chris-
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tian Democrats had done quite well at the ballot box, such as Lithuania. 
In inter-war Czechoslovakia as in Hungary, in inter-war Lithuania as in 
Poland, politicians professing some form of inspiration or identification 
with Catholic social teaching either ran governments or ranked among the 
most prominent members of the opposition.21 The Second World War ce-
mented the strategic significance of Catholic statesmen in and from the 
region, as their declared commitments to social justice made it difficult for 
Soviet agents to discredit them out of hand as capitalists. With the excep-
tion of the Baltic states, where Christian Democrats’ wartime anti-Soviet-
ism had in many cases led to cooperation with the Nazi German invaders, 
Christian Democrats in the region entered “national unity” and “popular 
front” governments in the immediate post-war with an “anti-fascist” im-
primatur from Moscow.22

By 1948-49 at the very latest, however, Christian Democrats were hav-
ing teeth and eyes knocked out in interrogation rooms, while those fortu-
nate enough to have fled the region before the solidification of an Iron Cur-
tain sought American support to keep their political movements alive. The 
American Cold War strategy of “political warfare” against the Soviet Union 
included substantial funds for political exiles, with Christian Democrats 
in the front of the ranks, and the result was the formation of the CDUCE, a 
transnational lobby group funded by Americans, recognised and admired 
by Western Europeans and active even across the Global South, most no-
tably in Latin America. The United States also provided support through 
(among others) the Ford Foundation, the Central Intelligence Agency and 
Radio Free Europe, which employed many political exiles.

Even though they were part of the CDUCE, the Baltic contingents of 
East-Central European Christian Democracy remained a world apart in 
virtue of their homelands having been fully annexed by the Soviet Union 
under the terms of the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Arguably, Lithua-
nia’s Christian Democrats had been the most prominent in all of inter-war 
East-Central Europe.23 And yet, as Justinas Dementavičius shows in the 
first chapter of this section, the real story in Lithuanian Catholic political 
exile belonged not to former Christian Democratic statesmen, but to its 
theorists and ideologues. Dementavičius explores the writings of Antanas 
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Maceina and of Mykolas Krupavičius. The divergence between these two 
men and their approaches to the preservation of Catholic politics in exile 
reflected important conclusions reached already in the 1930s by French 
philosopher Jacques Maritain on the difference between confessional 
partisanship and political inspiration derived from religious ethics (in 
Maritain’s parlance, agir en tant que chrétien vs. en chrétien).24 Maceina, 
in particular, drew on Maritain already in the 1930s, well before leaving 
Lithuania behind in 1945. Dementavičius successfully establishes that, 
whatever the electoral fate of Christian Democratic parties in post-Soviet 
Lithuania, exile served as an incubator for a transnationally informed ide-
ology that outlasted the Cold War itself.

The second chapter in this section, by Sławomir Łukasiewicz, takes up 
the thread of the CDUCE while posing a crucial question, previously un-
explored in the historiography: how successful were exiled East-Central 
European Christian Democrats at imparting their agenda to newer and 
younger generations? Łukasiewicz offers a sobering account of the fleet-
ing livelihood of East-Central European Christian Democratic youth move-
ments in exile, with Poles as his case study. A small handful of the gener-
ation of activists born in the 1920s and 1930s and come of age during 
the war committed seriously to the cause; among these, only one man, 
Stanisław Gebhardt, made a successful career of Christian Democratic 
activism. Problems of legitimacy and continuity plagued the CDUCE and 
its member parties, with the result that few serious, politically minded 
Christian Democrats were left by the end of the Cold War to keep Christian 
Democracy alive. Poland was the clearest and most striking failure on this 
score, but the problems of generational continuity spanned the region.

Finally, Katalin Kádár Lynn explores the trajectory of perhaps the only 
Christian Democratic party in the region to have successfully returned 
from exile following the Cold War. Hungary’s Christian Democratic Peo-
ple’s Party was but one of several political groupings in inter-war Hun-
gary claiming a political agenda drawn from Catholic social teaching, but 
the post-war popular front years oversaw an important dialogue between 
the more traditional Christian nationalism of the People’s Party and the 
more “progressive”, Catholic-socialist approach of a new faction under the 
leadership of István Barankovics. Pushed into exile by 1949, these groups 
found a modus vivendi that enabled them to fall in line with the Cold War 
agenda of the Free Europe Committee, working together also within the 
CDUCE. Hungarian Catholic leaders in exile were called upon again and 
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again in the face of Cold War flare-ups centred on Hungary, whether this in-
volved denouncing the arrest and show trial of József Cardinal Mindszenty  
or broadening their ideological umbrella to pronounce solidarity with the 
young Budapest revolutionaries crushed by Soviet tanks in the autumn of 
1956. By the end of the Cold War, the US-supported Hungarian National 
Council was defunct, but some of its leaders returned to active politics 
in post-communist Hungary. The Hungarian case offers an important, if 
singular, testament to the ability of exiled Christian Democracy to survive 
the Cold War, all while confirming the lessons of Dementavičius’s and Łu-
kasiewicz’s chapters.

Finally, the fourth section deals with political exile of Catholic Christian 
Democrats from Latin America in Europe and the United States during the 
periods of military dictatorship. Political parties inspired by Catholic so-
cial teaching flourished in Latin America from the 1950s and 1960s on-
wards.25 Thus, representing the Comité de Organización Política Electoral 
Independiente (COPEI), the second largest political party there, Rafael 
Caldera became President of Venezuela for the first time during 1969-74 
and again during 1994-99. In other examples, in El Salvador and Guatema-
la Christian Democratic parties became strong from the 1960s onwards.

A particular form of Christian Democracy with a strong socio-economic 
reform agenda also took hold in Chile from the 1930s onwards. There as 
elsewhere in Latin America, a new generation of young Catholics broke 
with the more staunchly conservative party-political traditions. Like in the 
case of the Nouvelles Équipes Françaises, which were formed in late 1930s 
France by several later leaders of the post-war Mouvement Républicain 
Populaire, these young Catholics were concerned about socio-economic 
underdevelopment and inequality in their countries and keen to develop a 
“progressive” Christian Democratic alternative to communism to address 
low levels of education, poverty and so on. They were inspired by leading 
thinkers like Maritain, in particular.26

In Chile these young politicians in 1957 created the Partido Demócrata 
Cristiano, which originated in the Falange Nacional, and were able to mo-
bilise the grassroots support of many Catholic clergy who were equally 
keen on non-communist reforms to address the social question.27 In 1964, 
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the PDC’s candidate, Eduardo Frei Montalva, won the presidential elec-
tions, and the party won a majority of seats in parliament in 1965. Fac-
ing multiple domestic difficulties, however, the PDC government lacked 
the financial means to implement its far-reaching socio-economic reform 
agenda. In 1973 the Chilean military then ousted the socialist President 
Salvador Allende in a violent coup d’état.

Although the Chilean military dictatorship mainly persecuted, im-
prisoned and assassinated its socialist and communist opponents, many 
Christian Democrats on the left of the party also went into political ex-
ile, although some then returned during the 1980s. Elsewhere in Latin 
America, Christian Democrats supportive of democracy, rule of law and 
Christian-inspired socio-economic reform agendas were not organised as 
effectively as a political movement or party, but nevertheless experienced 
persecution at the hands of juntas in Uruguay during 1973-85 and in Ar-
gentina during 1976-83.

In the first chapter in this section, Joaquín Fermandois takes an in-
side-out perspective on relations between leaders of the Chilean Christian 
Democrats grouped around Eduardo Frei, who remained in Chile after the 
coup d’état by the army against the government of Salvador Allende, and 
other members of the PDC who went into exile between 1973 and the start 
of the 1980s. Based on the private papers of Frei, Patricio Aylwin and Ga-
briel Valdés, as well as memoirs and published sources, Fermandois shows 
that the main dividing line was the question of future cooperation with 
the Socialists and what form of (Christian) socialism, if any, was desirable 
– with the exiles landing mostly on the Left in this debate. The chapter 
also shows that the political exiles had no significant direct impact on the 
transition towards the end of the Pinochet regime. However, their contacts, 
and those of the Chilean socialists in exile in Europe, with reformed social 
democracy facilitated a transformation during the 1980s that saw a resur-
gent Left shed its Marxism. The result was the Concertación between the 
Christian Democrats and the Socialists between 1990 and 2010.

In the final chapter of the book, Élodie Giraudier offers an outside-in 
perspective to reconstruct the experience of Christian Democratic politi-
cal exiles from Chile in Europe and North America and their contacts with 
the party in their home country. Drawing on fresh archival sources from 
the Jean Jaurès, Frei and Konrad Adenauer Foundations, in addition to in-
terviews and press reports, this chapter explores why many exiles from 
the left of the PDC went to Italy, the Netherlands and France, where they 
already had contacts because the Christian Democratic parties there had 
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compatible “left-Catholic” sections. The German Konrad Adenauer Foun-
dation also provided support, but the right wing of the Christian Demo-
cratic Union and its sister party in Bavaria, the Christian Social Union, tac-
itly supported the Pinochet regime, at least at the start. The chapter goes 
on to argue (complementing Fermandois) that despite heated controver-
sies within the PDC and among Christian Democrats in exile, the Chilean 
exile experience clearly helped to bring together Christian Democrats and 
socialists to cooperate in achieving a democratic transition in Chile. In oth-
er words, the experience of Western European politics provided a mean-
ingful template for Chile’s political future after the dictatorship.

The spatial and temporal diversity of the chapters in this book, which 
are all based on fresh (mostly archival) research, provide pointers for desir-
able future research, but also limit the potential for generalisations. Much 
of the research on the history of Catholic and Christian Democratic politics 
(as on other political ideologies and histories of political movements and 
parties) has become professionalised, shedding its older, more strongly 
normative orientation geared towards supporting contemporary parties, 
their policies and narratives. Nevertheless, Christian Democracy in exile 
could still appear as a morally “pure” form of intellectual thought and po-
litical engagement. This meant transnational activism on behalf of demo- 
cracy and international organisations divorced both from the widespread 
Catholic support for fascist and clerical military dictatorships and from 
their continued ambivalence about pluralist democracy and the post-tran-
sition need to make moral and political compromises in government.

As several chapters in this book demonstrate, however, many Christian 
Democrats in exile were quite isolated socially. Those who had fled right-
wing regimes suffered from tense relations with the Catholic Church and 
faithful who largely supported those regimes, whether in Mussolini’s Ita-
ly, Franco’s Spain or Pinochet’s Chile. Even East-Central Europeans allied 
with the Cold War agenda of the United States were hardly immune to this 
isolation: many ultimately chose integration with host countries over con-
tinued (and increasingly tenuous) claims to representation of their home-
lands – increasingly so as they lost proper access to host country political 
networks (let alone governments).

Christian Democrats in political exile often espoused political ideas that 
they upheld for their own sake, but also used instrumentally for advancing 
more traditional, national(istic) agendas. Thus, as Kaiser demonstrates, 
the Polish participants in the ICDU strongly advocated the dismember-
ment of Germany, Poland’s western expansion irrespective of any terri-
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torial loss to the Soviet Union in the East and mass expulsion of Germans 
from these territories. As Acanfora argues, Sturzo supported the 1941 At-
lantic Charter and a more lenient treatment of Germany without larger 
territorial changes not least because he hoped that the Allies would award 
Italy a post-war status similar to Austria, effectively as a victim of Nazi 
Germany. Sturzo’s approach may well have contributed to the post-war 
Italian amnesia about the national experience of fascism and its crimes. 
Lastly, the Basque nationalists – as Arrieta demonstrates in her chapter –  
invested so much time and energy in cooperating in organisations like the 
ICDU and the NEI precisely to secure the support of their Christian Demo-
cratic allies for Basque statehood in a somehow united Europe, or at the very 
least the restoration and expansion of its autonomous status within Spain.

The history of Christian Democrats in exile in the global twentieth cen-
tury also cannot, and should not, serve the sanctification of Christian De-
mocracy, for another reason: these exiles sometimes did not live to return 
to their home country, and when they did, they were frequently cut out of 
the new political life after the war or transition to democracy. In extreme 
cases, their exile, despite its own forms of hardship, even became a so-
cial and political stigma, as not only actively participating in opposition 
to the authoritarian and dictatorial regime was glorified, but also endur-
ing repression, internal exile and war. As Sławomir Łukasiewicz shows, 
the younger generations of Christian Democrats increasingly lacked these 
identifications, seeing themselves instead as cosmopolitans and transna-
tionalists for whom patriotism was but one priority within a larger con-
stellation of global aims.

Thinkers like Maritain exercised intellectual influence on Christian De-
mocracy from exile in the longer term. In contrast, with the limited excep-
tion of Hungary, no Christian Democrat in exile in any of the cases cov-
ered in this book succeeded in returning to his home country to co-shape 
post-war or post-transition politics in any truly significant manner.28 In 
extreme cases like Trias Peitx from Catalonia, they did not even return 
when they could have, as they had become so isolated even within their 
own ideological family or organised political party. Clearly, contemporary 
Christian Democracy or Christian Democratic politics were not made in 
political exile.



Luigi Sturzo’s United Kingdom-issued Certificate of Identity dated 15 August 
1940.
[Document in possession of the Istituto Luigi Sturzo, Fondo Luigi Sturzo, Terza 
parte (1940-1946), fasc. 617, doc. 10, and reproduced with its permission]
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EUROPEAN CHRISTIAN DEMOCRATS  
IN EXILE IN THE UNITED KINGDOM
Socially Isolated and Politically Marginal

Wolfram Kaiser

Spending time in political exile could be a lonely and frustrating experi-
ence, not least for continental European anti-fascist Christian Democrats 
in London during the 1930s and the Second World War. Few of them 
had a privileged role as politicians or officials in one of the nine govern-
ments-in-exile. The others swapped their actual or anticipated persecu-
tion by Nazi, fascist or collaborationist regimes, internment or possibly 
death, for a temporarily unclear legal status, difficult professional sit-
uation, relative social isolation, food rationing and generally poor living 
standards combined with the experience of the Blitz, or German Luftwaffe 
bombardments.

Additionally, Christian Democrats in political exile in London had lim-
ited and often uneasy relations with other exiles of different ideological 
persuasion and party affiliation from their own country. Communists, so-
cialists and even liberals from countries like Italy, Spain, and France were 
strongly influenced by the widespread support among continental Euro-
pean Catholics for clerical dictatorships and fascist and collaborationist 
regimes from which they had fled. With few exceptions, moreover, for 
most Christian Democrats their exile in London ended any aspirations to 
resuming or starting a political career after the war. When they returned 
after 1944-45, they often found themselves replaced by politicians who 
had suffered milder persecution, if any, in different varieties of domestic 
exile or clandestine life; by those who had been active in the Resistance; or 
by a younger generation of up-and-coming politicians – or after temporar-
ily having had a major influence on Catholic thought and politics, as in the 
case of Poland during 1945-47, they were forced back into exile once more 
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as a result of the creeping communist usurpation of power in East-Central 
Europe.

The anti-fascist, pro-democratic Christian Democrats in exile faced 
a Catholic community in Britain, moreover, which was overwhelmingly 
not very welcoming to the newcomers. Many British Catholics were ini-
tially quite philo-fascist, supported Franco during the Spanish Civil War 
and endorsed the policy of Appeasement until 1939.1 Although British 
government policy towards political refugees has been researched com-
prehensively,2 much less is known about British societal networks for 
refugees – such as the Scottish associations formed to support the Polish 
refugees and Air Force soldiers based there, for example.3 Only a small 
number of British Catholic and Protestant anti-fascist individuals specifi-
cally supported Christian Democrats in political exile. Many of them were 
middle-class women who helped political exiles to connect with each oth-
er and with British citizens and politicians. As this chapter argues, these 
women’s combined charitable and political activism was frequently cru-
cial to enabling political exiles to create social contacts and contribute 
something meaningful to political life in exile – as in the well-known case 
of Luigi Sturzo, who largely depended on the American writer and wom-
en’s rights advocate Barbara Barclay Carter for managing his personal 
life, creating contacts with sympathetic British citizens, networking with 
Catholic journals and translating his writings into English. These wom-
en also played a key role in facilitating transnational communication and 
joint thinking among continental Christian Democrats in London about a 
post-war order for Europe.

Historical literature on exile in the United Kingdom is quite extensive.4 
Research on political exile is more limited, however. Moreover, the anal-
ysis of political exile is often confined to a particular national group;5 it 
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Wars (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2013). 
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focuses on the numerically larger communists and socialists;6 or it is pre-
occupied with the activities of the nine governments-in-exile during the 
Second World War.7 In contrast, this chapter will focus on their transna-
tional cooperation in London, and their deliberations about post-war Eu-
rope. When they met in forums like the meetings organised by the People 
& Freedom Group created in November 1936 and the International Chris-
tian Democratic Union (ICDU) formed in February 1941, they often held 
views on the future of their country, and of Europe, that were fundamen-
tally at odds with each other, however. The chapter concludes that trans-
national networking in exile in the United Kingdom during 1924-45 had 
little to no impact on post-war reconstruction or the particular shape that 
European integration in the present-day European Union was to take with 
the creation of the European Coal and Steel Community in 1951-52 and 
beyond.8 Exploring the discussions among exiles nevertheless sheds light 
on their views and mentalities as part of the wider study of exile and war.

To make these points, the chapter will first map the political exile of 
Christian Democrats in London between Sturzo’s arrival in October 1924 
and the end of the Second World War. It will go on to set out the basic 
characteristics of Catholicism in the host country during the 1930s, which 
these exiles found quite disturbing. The chapter’s second section will 
sketch the British support networks for these political refugees, focus-
ing especially on the biographies and activities of Barbara Barclay Carter, 
Virginia Crawford and Katherine Murray-Stewart, the Duchess of Atholl. 
Finally, based on their speeches and discussions in the People & Freedom 
Group and the ICDU and wartime publications, the third section will ana- 
lyse the dominant ideas among continental European Christian Demo-
crats in political exile for European reconstruction after 1945.

6	 See, e.g., Anthony Grenville and Andrea Reiter, eds, Political Exile and Exile Politics in Britain after 
1933 (Amsterdam: Radopi, 2011).

7	 See, e.g., with a heavy focus on Czechoslovakia, Vít Smetana and Kathleen Geaney, eds, Exile in 
London: The Experience of Czechoslovakia and the other Occupied Nations, 1939-1945 (Prague: 
Charles University Karolinum Press, 2017); see also Julia Eichenberg, “Macht auf der Flucht: 
Europäische Regierungen in London (1940-1944),” Zeithistorische Forschungen 15, no. 3 (2018): 
452-473.

8	 Wolfram Kaiser, Christian Democracy and the Origins of European Union (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), chapters 4-6.
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Anti-fascist Christian Democrats in exile 
in the United Kingdom

Compared to communists and socialists, only relatively few anti-fascist 
Catholic politicians went into exile between 1922 and 1925, as Mussolini 
consolidated power in Italy, and in the years 1938-40. In turn, only very 
few of these Catholic exiles would initially have described themselves as 
Christian Democrats imbued with ideas of Christian-inspired socio-eco-
nomic reform. Some only came in touch with Christian Democracy as a 
political ideology for the first time through contact with Sturzo in London.

Initially, many conservative Catholics worked with the fascist and Nazi 
regimes or with the German occupation forces, especially in Vichy France. 
Others, like the German and Italian post-war leaders Konrad Adenauer 
and Alcide De Gasperi went into internal exile, with De Gasperi working 
in the Vatican Library. Many younger, politically and socially more re-
form-minded Christian Democrats joined the national resistance, where 
they cooperated with socialists. Georges Bidault succeeded Jean Moulin 
as leader of the French Resistance, working closely with Pierre-Henri Teit- 
gen, Paul and Alfred Coste-Floret and François de Menthon, all of whom 
became leading figures in the Mouvement Républicain Populaire (MRP) 
after 1944.9 Other Catholic politicians in the Resistance included Josef 
Müller, the first leader of the Bavarian Christian Social Union, and Felix 
Hurdes, the first secretary general of the Austrian People’s Party after the 
war. Moreover, while most communists fled to the Soviet Union and many 
social democrats to Britain due to their links with the Labour Party, the 
less numerous Catholic politicians in exile were more dispersed, as sever-
al chapters in this book demonstrate.

Among the small group of Italian members of the Partito Popolare 
Italiano (PPI), its founder Luigi Sturzo went to London in October 1924, 
apparently since he, as a Catholic priest, expected to be less subject to Vat-
ican control in majority-Protestant Britain than, for example, in France.10 
After Italy’s entry into the war, Sturzo left Britain for the United States in 
September 1940, partly to avoid the internment that most German and 
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Austrian political refugees had suffered in the preceding spring.11 Other 
PPI politicians initially settled in Paris or Brussels.12

The German Centre Party exile was particularly dispersed. Thus, Hein-
rich Brüning, Reich chancellor from 1930 to 1932, left Germany in 1934. 
He first lived mainly in the Netherlands and Britain and then settled per-
manently in the United States when he became law professor at Harvard 
University in 1937. However, Brüning opposed “refugee politics”13 and 
never played a prominent public role in the German political exile com-
munity. Carl Spiecker, who had been a member of the Reichsbanner lead-
ership and special Reich representative for the fight against National So-
cialism during 1930-31, was first in France, then in Britain and finally, in 
Canada. Joseph Wirth, also a former Reich chancellor, settled in Switzer-
land.14 Still other Centre Party politicians fled to Brazil and elsewhere in 
Latin America.

The Austrian Christian Social refugee group was even smaller. Kurt 
Schuschnigg was arrested after the German annexation of Austria. The As-
sociation of Austrian Christian Socials in Great Britain numbered only 15, 
with no prominent politicians among them.15 The former Austrian minis-
ters Hans Rott and Guido Zernatto fled to Canada and the United States re-
spectively.16 However, they were very isolated within the Austrian refugee 
community due to their participation in the establishment of the author-
itarian Ständestaat and the outlawing of the Social Democratic Party in 
1933-34. Moreover, they were marginalised by the politically hyperactive 
conservative legitimists around Otto and Robert von Habsburg who had 
quite close links with the American and British governments.17
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The Catholic political refugees from Italy, Germany and Austria were 
initially very isolated politically. Their main challenge was whether, how 
and on what terms to form links with the non-Catholic democratic politi-
cal refugees, and especially with the socialists. When the Italian Socialists 
and Republicans founded the Anti-Fascist Concentration in 1927, they ex-
cluded the PPI refugees because of the Vatican’s support for Mussolini.18 
After a brief period of Popular Front collaboration between the Socialists 
and Communists after 1935, Sturzo established a close personal relation-
ship with Count Sforza and other liberal and socialist refugees in the Unit-
ed States.19 At the same time, many Austrian Christian Social exiles clung 
to the Ständestaat model for much longer than Catholics within Austria 
and in the Austrian Resistance, precluding closer contacts with the Social 
Democrats.

Catholic refugees from the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxemburg, France 
and East-Central European countries, especially from Poland and 
Czechoslovakia, were primarily oriented towards their national govern-
ments-in-exile in London and official planning for postwar reconstruc-
tion.20 Their transnational cooperation mainly took place at the govern-
mental level, especially in the context of the negotiations between the 
Netherlands and Belgium about a customs union and of the bilateral talks 
leading up to the Polish-Czechoslovak treaty of confederation of January 
1942.21 Moreover, the establishment of non-official transnational contacts 
was further complicated by the fluctuation in the personnel of the govern-
ments-in-exile. The Belgian government, for example, started its work in 
London with only four ministers. August De Schryver, who was to play a 
key role in transnational party cooperation after the war, only arrived in 
Britain at the start of August 1942. He was then on a mission to Washing-
ton and only returned to London in May 1943 to become interior minis-
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ter.22 Shortly afterwards, in the early summer of 1943, Maurice Schumann, 
who was close to Charles de Gaulle and later played a prominent role in 
the MRP, left London when the Free French government moved to Algiers.

At the political level, the Christian Democrats in exile had no natu-
ral partners in the United Kingdom due to their predominantly secular, 
non-confessional party traditions and the resulting absence of compara-
ble Catholic or “popular” parties. Catholicism formed a distinct minori-
ty culture in the United Kingdom, which still retained “something of the 
old ghetto mentality of a once-persecuted minority”.23 Despite significant 
rates of conversion, only 2,35 million citizens out of 40 million in England 
and Wales were Catholic in 1935. Some were so-called old Catholics and 
others recent converts, who were largely middle-class, but the vast major-
ity were Irish immigrants or their descendants, who were almost exclu-
sively working class.24 The majority, especially of the Irish working class 
immigrants, supported the Labour Party – a preference that the Church 
leadership publicly condoned in 1924-25, referring to Labour’s reform 
tradition and its lack of anti-clericalism and declaring it not to be socialist 
in the continental sense.

The profoundly disturbing experience of Catholic political refugees 
in the 1930s was the extent of initial political support for Mussolini and 
Franco and of philo-fascism among the Catholic communities in Britain. 
When Sturzo arrived in Britain, he was shocked by the support for Mus-
solini and attacks on him by prominent Catholics like the writer Hilaire 
Belloc.25 Many British Catholics admired Mussolini for his staunch an-
ti-communism. Their sympathy for the Italian dictator was further rein-
forced by the Catholic hierarchy, which toed the Vatican’s line especially 
closely. Moreover, Mussolini as well as Franco seemed to guarantee the 
rights of the Church against a staunchly anti-clerical political Left in Italy 
and Spain. Finally, fascist and authoritarian states advanced concepts of 
a new social order that superficially aligned with Catholic social teach-
ing, despite the muted criticism of fascist “state corporatism” in the 1931 
papal encyclicals Quadragesimo Anno and (directed at fascist Italy) Non 
Abbiamo Bisogno.
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These cleavages were accentuated further by the political debate about 
the Spanish Civil War. Following the atrocities committed by Republican 
troops against Catholic priests in the early phase of the war, the British 
Catholic press overwhelmingly supported the Nationalists.26 The more in-
tellectual The Tablet insisted, for example, that “all those Spaniards who 
wish to see the Church survive in Spain will have had to side with the in-
surgents”.27 Catholic writers like Belloc and Evelyn Waugh also supported 
Franco. Cardinal Arthur Hinsley refused to condemn Nationalist atrocities, 
such as the bombing of Guernica by German planes in the spring of 1937. 
He then congratulated Franco in March 1939 upon winning the war, prais-
ing him in a personal letter as “the great defender of the true Spain, the 
country of Catholic principles where Catholic social justice and charity 
will be applied for the common good under a firm and peace-loving gov-
ernment”.28 Among British Catholics, the religious cleavage largely over-
shadowed the class cleavage, with many Catholic Labour supporters being 
either neutral or hostile towards the Spanish Republic.29

In Britain, most Catholics also supported the Appeasement policy to-
wards Nazi Germany and Italy during the 1930s. Catholics often caused 
the greatest trouble for anti-Appeasement politicians at the grassroots 
level, as the Scottish Conservative MP, the Duchess of Atholl, found when 
she started to support the Spanish Republic. The staunchest opposition to 
her political activism regarding the Spanish Civil War within her Scottish 
constituency party came from “very hot R.C.[s] [Roman Catholics]”30; op-
position that led to the symbolic resignation of her seat and contributed 
to her narrow defeat in the ensuing by-election in December 1938.31 How-
ever, small groups of articulate middle-class liberal Catholics and their 
Protestant friends tried to provide an alternative intellectual and political 
focus and to create a friendlier environment for Christian Democrats in 
exile.
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Catholic charitable and political support networks

Much of British charity work in the 1930s and during the Second World 
War was geared towards supporting refugees, and it was mainly carried 
out by women. One particularly pertinent case is Eleanor Rathbone, the 
Independent MP for Combined English universities from 1929 onwards. 
Rathbone inter alia became involved in supporting refugees from Republi-
can Spain, especially from the Basque Country, which included the tempo-
rary relocation of children from there to France and the United Kingdom. 
She also worked tirelessly for persecuted German Jews and initiated the 
transport of Jewish children from Nazi Germany to the United Kingdom 
in 1938-39, which was to save their lives. Continuously engaging with a 
largely unsympathetic British government and quite hostile public, she 
also lobbied for improved conditions for German and Italian nationals – 
many of them refugees – who were interned as “enemy aliens” from 1940 
onwards.32

Among those who specifically supported Christian Democratic refu-
gees from continental Europe, Barbara Barclay Carter stands out. Togeth-
er with her friend Cicely Marshall, Carter formed the core of Sturzo’s “sur-
vival system” in London.33 She first met Sturzo, who was under continuous 
pressure from the Vatican to refrain from statements and publications in 
exile, at a dinner in December 1924 organised by Catholic women from 
the St. Joan’s Social and Political Alliance, who advocated women’s rights 
and political participation. Eventually, in the spring of 1926, when Sturzo 
could no longer live in Church-owned accommodation, Carter and Mar-
shall invited him and his twin sister to move in with them in their flat and 
from 1933 onwards, a semi-detached house.

Orphaned at the age of 12, Carter, a US citizen, had grown up in Lon-
don and was 24 when she met Sturzo. She had converted to Catholicism 
three years previously. A graduate of the Sorbonne in Paris, she had taken 
a keen interest in the Italian writer Dante. She had also studied Scholastic 
philosophy at the Institut Catholique in Paris and was fluent in both Ital-
ian and French. The encounter with Sturzo reinforced her religious and 
intellectual conversion and her cooperation with him gave her a “sense 
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of purpose”.34 Crucially, however, Sturzo, shunned by the British Catholic 
hierarchy, depended even more on her, especially as he had knowledge of 
French, but no English at all when he arrived in London, which only served 
to reinforce his initial severe social and intellectual isolation.

Carter and Marshall played a crucial role in supporting Sturzo in multi-
ple ways, which cannot be fully appreciated based on the limited surviving 
records. To begin with, they managed the household and made it possible 
for him to concentrate on his writing and correspondence. Moreover, Car-
ter worked as his interpreter and translator – support that very few po-
litical exiles enjoyed and that was crucially important in view of Sturzo’s 
language limitations. She also tirelessly propagated him and his political 
philosophy, for example in publications for the more liberal-Catholic Do-
minican publication Blackfriars and by drawing on her network to initiate 
reviews of Sturzo’s books. Carter and Marshall also helped establish many 
of Sturzo’s contacts with British citizens during the 1930s, such as with 
Henry Wickham Steed and Edward Ingram Watkin. Just how important 
Carter and Marshall were for Sturzo’s physical and intellectual well-being 
became clear when he felt even more isolated in the United States after 
1940, longing to return to London or at least to pass through it on his way 
back to Italy. Throughout the war, Carter remained personally committed 
to Sturzo. She also supported him in his patriotic campaign towards the 
end and after the war rhetorically to minimise the crimes of the fascist 
regime, establish Italy as a credible victim of Nazi Germany, secure “Free 
French” treatment by the Allies and protect Italy against territorial claims 
by Yugoslavia.35

In contrast with Carter, who became Sturzo’s disciple, Virginia Craw-
ford had long been a leading advocate of Christian Democracy in the Unit-
ed Kingdom. She also disposed of a wide network of contacts with con-
tinental Catholic institutions and individuals. She was received into the 
Catholic Church by Cardinal Henry Manning, who took a particular inter-
est in the plight of the working class advocating social reform. Crawford 
was a key figure in the St. Joan’s Alliance, where she later met Carter. In 
1909 she also co-founded the Catholic Social Guild with the Jesuit Charles 
Plater, which had some 4,000 members by 1938.36 
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Together with the Catholic Workers’ College in Oxford, founded in 
1921, the organisation promoted parliamentary democracy with equal 
rights for all adults as well as Catholic social teaching, not least via its 
monthly magazine Christian Democrat. Crawford knew continental Euro-
pean Christian Democracy inside-out and published many articles about 
its forms of organisation and intellectual traditions.37 Like many left-Cath-
olics in the United Kingdom, she supported Labour and served as a local 
borough councillor for the party in London for 14 years.

Although she did not share Carter’s singular preoccupation with Italy, 
Crawford became secretary of the Relief Committee for Refugees from It-
aly founded in 1927 and, from 1929 to 1931, edited the anti-fascist pub-
lication Friends of Italian Freedom.38 While supporting neutrality in the 
Spanish Civil War, Crawford, together with like-minded British Catholics, 
co-founded the British Committee for Religious Peace in Spain in Janu-
ary 1938 to temper the strongly pro-Franco opinion among the majority 
of British Catholics. When the People & Freedom Group was created in 
November 1936, Crawford became its chairwoman, with Carter as honor-
ary secretary and several prominent corresponding members like Jacques 
Maritain, Alcide De Gasperi and Georges Bidault. Through 1944, Crawford 
and Carter largely organised its work and edited its publications, includ-
ing a book, For Democracy, which came out in 1939.39 

While Carter and Crawford were both middle-class converts with so-
cial and liberal Catholic preferences, the Duchess of Atholl was a Scottish 
Episcopalian (Protestant) aristocrat before joining the (also Protestant) 
Church of Scotland upon getting married, and she was an elected MP for 
the Scottish (conservative) Unionist Party from 1923 to 1938.40 Even by 
the standards of this party, she held staunchly conservative views on some 
issues. Even after the introduction of the vote for women in 1918, for ex-
ample, she continued to oppose franchise reform for an entirely equal foot-
ing with men, which was eventually implemented in 1928.41 In 1935 she 
clashed with the National (Conservative-dominated) government when 
she opposed autonomy for India. Like several other Protestant Sturzo  
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interlocutors and so-called “friends” of the People & Freedom Group, the 
Duchess therefore did not become associated with the Christian Dem-
ocrats in exile and their Catholic supporters like Carter and Crawford 
through her religious beliefs, intellectual preoccupations or domestic po-
litical preferences. Instead, her main interests were in humanitarian relief 
work and foreign policy. Even more than other Protestant “friends”, who 
were anti-Appeasement dissidents in the Conservative Party, the Duchess 
became obsessed about the need to change the course of British foreign 
policy. However, she is also an example of how getting in touch with Cath-
olic exiles and Christian Democratic thought for these reasons nonethe-
less facilitated a limited interconfessional opening towards continental 
European politics after 1945, which led her briefly to represent British 
“Christian Democrats” within the newly founded Nouvelles Équipes Inter-
nationales during 1947-48.42

Employed as a junior minister in the Department of Education from 
1924 to 1929, she was not initially interested in foreign policy. However, 
she had the unabridged German version of Hitler’s Mein Kampf personally 
translated for her in 1935 and became a vociferous opponent of her own 
government’s Appeasement policy.43 She advocated drastic increases in 
defence spending early on and even sided with the Republic in the Spanish 
Civil War. She played a leading role in the All-Party Committee for Spanish 
Relief, where she worked closely with Rathbone and others. After a per-
sonal visit to Spain, her book Searchlight on Spain sold roughly 100,000 
copies during the first week alone.44 Inside the Conservative parliamenta-
ry party in Westminster she was considered an anti-fascist hawk and mav-
erick, but she did have close relations with Churchill; Anthony Eden, who 
resigned as foreign secretary in February 1938; and other critics of Neville 
Chamberlain’s policy. Many pro-fascist Catholics and other supporters of 
Appeasement in 1930s Britain called her “Red Duchess” for seeing fascism 
and Nazi Germany as a more imminent threat than communism.45 Howev-
er, she was just as strongly opposed to Stalinism. In 1944, for example, she 
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published another book, The Tragedy of Warsaw and its documentation.46 
In it she resolutely attacked Britain’s ally, the Soviet Union, for deliberately 
letting the Polish national Resistance be destroyed by German troops.

Carter, Crawford and the Duchess of Atholl, who tried to connect some 
British Conservatives with continental European Christian Democrats im-
mediately after the war, gave Christian Democrats in exile in London cru-
cial social support, built at least limited links to British politics for them 
and facilitated cooperation among themselves to discuss a postwar order 
for Europe. Through 1939 the People & Freedom Group had some trans-
national connections, for example with the French publication L’Aube, and 
Carter participated in a congress of Les amis de l’Aube in Paris in Novem-
ber 1937.47 Guest speakers at this congress included, for example, Alfredo 
Mendizábal, a professor at the University of Oviedo, who was later in ex-
ile in the United States and had close contacts with Sturzo and Maritain, 
and Javier Landaburu, a Basque deputy of the Spanish Cortes.48 Several 
Christian Democrats in exile, including De Schryver, attended meetings 
organised by the People & Freedom Group.49 The Group’s role in facili-
tating transnational contacts among Christian Democrats in exile is also 
corroborated by the fact that Crawford, Carter and Sturzo helped to lay 
the foundation of the ICDU at a People & Freedom Group meeting on  
21 November 1940.50

The People & Freedom Group remained largely “isolated from main-
stream [British Catholic] discourse”,51 and they had at best marginal influ-
ence on Catholic opinion on the Spanish Civil War and Appeasement policy.52 
The Group was usually far ahead of public opinion in the United Kingdom. 
In early 1939, for example, it passed strongly worded resolutions against 
anti-Semitism and the persecution of Jews in Germany and for a joint West-
ern effort to restrain Franco and encourage him to grant a wide amnesty for 
Republicans.53 Just after the British declaration of war the Group demanded 
the inclusion of the leading Conservative dissidents like Churchill and Eden 
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in a new and “truly National Government”.54 Their politics of resolutions did 
very little to impress either Franco or Chamberlain, however.

Transnational contacts and cooperation among 
Christian Democrats in exile

The People & Freedom Group was an organisation for British and later 
also US citizens who wanted to uphold and develop the Catholic anti-fas-
cist and pro-democratic tradition. It also facilitated transnational contacts 
among Christian Democrats in exile. Sturzo, Antonio de Onaindia, a Basque 
emigrant and several others felt, however, that this was not sufficient and 
that a separate organisation, the ICDU, was needed as a platform for com-
mon thinking about postwar Europe.55 The ICDU’s main aim was to create 
“permanent bonds of solidarity between the Christian Democratic move-
ments in the various nations” and to organise them against “the forces of 
materialism and totalitarian oppression, and for the triumph of organic 
and parliamentary democracy”.56 The ICDU had the political backing of 
politicians from governments-in-exile like the Czechoslovak Prime Minis-
ter Jan Šrámek and General Józef Haller, chairman of the Supreme Coun-
cil of the Polish Christian Labour Party and Minister of Education,57 who, 
together with Sturzo, formed the ICDU’s Committee of Honour. However, 
like many other leading politicians in governments-in-exile such as the 
former Belgian Prime Minister Paul Van Zeeland and the Polish minister 
Karol Popiel, they do not appear to have attended meetings or otherwise 
to have played an active role in the organisation.

Of those better-known ICDU members who did participate actively in 
the ICDU, most tended to be from East-Central Europe and the Basque 
Country, not Western Europe. They included František Hála, secretary 
general of the Czechoslovak Popular Party58; Michał Kwiatkowski, spokes-



43European Christian Democrats in Exile in the United Kingdom

59	 Peter Heumos, Die Emigration aus der Tschechoslowakei nach Westeuropa und dem Nahen Osten 
1938-1945 (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1989).

60	 The Basque exile is treated in the context of Spanish opposition to Franco after 1939 in Sergio 
Vilar, Historia del Anti-Franquismo 1949-1975 (Barcelona: Plaza & Janes, 1984).

61	 On the ICDU activities during 1941-42 see also, ICDU First Annual Report, Algemeen Rijksarchief 
(ARA), Collectie Veraart.

62	 “International Christian Democratic Union,” People & Freedom 48 (1943), 5.

man of the Polish Christian Labour Party and a member of the Polish Na-
tional Council59; and Manuel de Irujo, acting president of the Basques.60 
The Polish and Czech exiles in particular treated the ICDU from the start 
as a forum for propagating their national war agendas like the annexation 
of German territory (in the case of Poland) or the expulsion of German 
speakers from their countries or from newly acquired territory after the 
war.

The ICDU was chaired by J.A. Veraart, a professor at the University of 
Delft, who had only rejoined the Roman Catholic State Party in 1939 and 
was quite marginal in Dutch exile politics. During the war, Veraart organ-
ised regular meetings with guest speakers.61 Veraart himself gave several 
such lectures, mostly on economic and social policy. These meetings seem 
to have been quite well attended. From 1943, however, and especially 
after the 1944 Allied invasion, when concrete postwar planning became 
urgent, they increasingly seemed “too great a tax on their [the ICDU mem-
bers’] time” and no longer took place on a monthly basis.62 Thus, the ICDU 
did develop into a transnational forum for debate on postwar Europe, but 
it was a much more modest affair than Veraart had planned in early 1941.

The discussions at ICDU events and in associated publications focused 
mainly on three themes: the relationship between corporatism and liberal 
parliamentary democracy; plans for a world organisation to succeed the 
League of Nations; and possible solutions to the German question. The ex-
ile experience induced the political downgrading of corporatist concepts 
for an “organic” society. Compared to the Resistance, moreover, the Chris-
tian Democrats in exile put more emphasis on creating a modern world 
organisation than propagating European integration. They also disagreed 
fundamentally about Germany’s economic and political future and terri-
torial questions.

When many of these Catholic democrats arrived in Britain, their think-
ing on socio-economic reform had already long been shaped by notions 
of corporatism. They often regarded such corporatist institutions as the 
key to a European “third way” between liberal capitalism and Soviet com-
munism. Their reform rhetoric was quite aggressively anti-capitalist and 
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sometimes retained anti-Semitic overtures. In one of his speeches, Veraart 
attacked the “parasitic finance that [is] strangling the finest enterprises”, 
for example.63 In another speech he demanded forcefully that “the empire 
of the money market over human life must be shattered”.64 Sturzo – by 
now in the US – also repeatedly attacked American capitalism with its “se-
cret monopolies” and “capitalist speculation at the expense of the commu-
nity”.65

Christian Democrats in exile broadly agreed that the old capitalist sys-
tem, which in their view had produced the world economic crisis and fa-
cilitated the rise of the totalitarian ideologies, had to be replaced with a 
non-socialist alternative. The actual experience with clerical and fascist 
forms of corporatism in the 1930s raised crucial questions, however. As 
Louis Terrenoire argued in his chapter in For Freedom, corporatism had 
to be reconciled with “the political regime founded on liberty”.66 Sturzo 
wrote in his contribution to the same book that corporatist institutions 
absolutely had to conform with “political democracy”.67 The 1942 manifes-
to Devant la Crise Mondiale, published by the Maison Française in the US in 
1942, similarly argued against the “corporatist and paternalist state” and 
for a clear distinction between “the political structure of the state and the 
economic organisation of society”.68

In the case of Christian Democrats in Britain, the relative shift from au-
thority to liberty and – in the words of the ICDU’s constitution – from “or-
ganic” to “parliamentary” democracy was enhanced by the experience of a 
liberal parliamentary democracy they came to respect and, sometimes, to 
admire. Sturzo, for example, valued what he saw as the pragmatism of the 
British, the non-ideological character of their social institutions and their 
tradition of international solidarity, reflected in their relatively liberal ref-
ugee policy.69 

Their exile in Britain (as well as the United States) also contributed 
to a more Atlanticist view of postwar Europe among Christian Democrat 
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refugees than prevailed in the Resistance movements.70 Most believed that 
a larger federal Europe was either unrealistic or even dangerous. Joseph 
Bech, the Luxembourg foreign minister argued, for example, that a region-
al customs union, such as the future Benelux, could be formed and later 
extended to other states bordering on the Atlantic, principally France, but 
– he implied – not Germany or Italy.71 The inclusion of Germany in any 
new organisation was excluded more explicitly by Frans Van Cauwelaert, 
president of the Belgian Chamber of Deputies, in a speech he delivered 
in Washington in April 1942. Such a larger integrated Europe, Van Cau-
welaert argued, would inevitably be dominated by Germany, and it was 
therefore crucial for the United States and Britain to play a leading role in 
the reconstruction of Europe and in any new organisations.72

When Christian Democrats in exile did advocate federalism after 1940, 
they applied the concept in a rather loose way to an imagined Atlantic 
community or even to the world. Not surprisingly, therefore, the Christian 
Democrat refugees greeted the 1941 Atlantic Charter and its promise of a 
better world order with great enthusiasm. The Anglo-American initiative 
appeared to take up demands also made by the People & Freedom Group 
for a more effective League of Nations, or what the ICDU called in a 1943 
resolution, a new “Commonwealth of democratic nations”.73

From mid-1943 onwards, however, members of the People & Freedom 
Group and the ICDU quickly became disillusioned with Allied great power 
politics. They rejected the inclusion of the Soviet Union and the veto en-
visaged for the great powers. The new organisation instead had to consist 
of democratic states only, who fully supported its principles, and should 
be principally concerned with protecting its smaller members against any 
hegemonic threat.74 A “hegemony of the Big Three”, the People & Free-
dom Group argued, would make the continental European countries mere 
“client states” of the new world powers.75 Their disillusionment was com-



46 Wolfram Kaiser

76	 “Downward Steps,” People & Freedom 57 (1944), 1.
77	 Sturzo, “The Shade of Wilson and the Atlantic Charter,” People & Freedom 58 (1944), 1.
78	 “International Christian Democratic Union: Annual General Meeting,” People & Freedom 61 

(1944), 4.
79	 “International Christian Democratic Union: ‘How to deal with Germany and the Germans’,” Peo-

ple & Freedom 58 (1944), 3.
80	 Sturzo, “A New Germany,” People & Freedom 9 (1940), 3; see, the left-Catholic Centre Party 

refugee Carl Spiecker, Germany – from Defeat to Defeat (London: Macdonald, 1943) for a more 
differentiated assessment.

81	 See also Meyer’s speech on German political Catholicism: “German Catholics Yesterday and 
Tomorrow,” People & Freedom 36 (1942), 4.

plete when Churchill publicly exempted enemy states and colonies from 
the Charter’s guarantees. In March 1944, the People & Freedom Group 
protested vehemently that his redefinition of the Charter, as they saw it, 
“knocks away the already frail foundations of a new international order”.76 
Sturzo concluded in 1944 that the Charter, “after so many torpedos, is well 
and truly sunk”.77

Churchill’s public surrender of the universality of the Atlantic Char-
ter seemed to make it necessary that each nation would have to fend for 
its own interests by lobbying the great powers directly. This need was in 
most cases linked to the German question, the third major theme in ICDU 
debates. Several ICDU members strongly supported notions of German 
collective guilt and its necessary dismemberment. For Paul Tschoffen, 
a Belgian councillor of state, for example, “Germany as a whole was be-
hind Hitler and guilty with him”.78 Veraart in turn believed that National 
Socialism “responded to something in the souls of the German people”.79 
Such views were often linked to anti-Prussian sentiments that were also 
prevalent among other political groups at the time. In Sturzo’s view, for 
example, the greatest danger was “the Prussian mentality, as forged by 
the Teutonic Knights, the Brandenburgs, the Hohenzollerns and Bismarks 
[sic!], ... of whom Nazism is the heir”.80

Others believed strongly in political securities which they did not yet 
see in some form of European integration. Instead, many ICDU members 
wanted to go beyond the imposition, if necessary, of fully-fledged feder-
alism and saw the only real solution in the dismemberment of Germany. 
This country, Veraart argued, was an “artificially big unit” and had to be 
divided into at least five different states. Veraart’s statement was followed 
by an animated discussion in which the German political refugees Karl 
Meyer and Franz Xaver Aenderl argued for federalism but opposed the 
division of Germany.81
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Concerning changes in Germany’s external borders, most Catholic pol-
iticians in exile were happy to go beyond the restoration of the pre-1938 
situation. With the Italian situation in mind, Sturzo advocated minor ter-
ritorial changes in Silesia and elsewhere. “Mass deportation”, he argued, 
“would be a crime that the Allies cannot and must not commit”.82 On the 
other hand, the Polish ICDU representatives made the most far-reaching 
territorial demands even before the Soviet occupation and annexation of 
eastern Poland. Responding to a letter to the editor in People & Freedom, 
Kwiatkowski defended Polish demands for the annexation of East Prussia, 
“the sword of Damocles” hanging over Poland. In his view, the “expulsion 
of a few hundred thousand of Prussian Junkers who amply share the re-
sponsibility for all the crimes committed both in the first and the present 
world war” was perfectly justified.83

Throughout the war, British members of the People & Freedom Group 
consistently sought to moderate rabidly anti-German discourse and terri-
torial demands in the ICDU. At a meeting of the People & Freedom Group 
in January 1945, Conrad Bonacina, Crawford’s successor as chairman and 
a translator from German into English, insisted that “a Carthaginian peace 
would be no peace” and that any large territorial changes would mean 
either “huge transfers, with terrible human misery, or the incorporation 
of some millions of hostile people in the Polish State”.84 In March 1945, the 
People & Freedom Group then protested against the Polish border chang-
es which reflected “a preoccupation with States rather than peoples – or, 
more basically, simply people – [which] implies an impenitent pursuance 
of the process that has made modern history a series of wars of ever more 
destructive range”.85 Moreover, the notion of Germans as a “guilty people” 
was “a myth”. It made National Socialism seem like “no tyranny, rooted in 
terrorism, but as resting on general consent, as though subject to the con-
trol of free opinion. … Discrimination between guilty and innocent vanish-
es. ... History has been fantastically twisted to prove the Germans a people 
of aggressors throughout the ages, creating an atmosphere of falsehood in 
which even Mr. Churchill’s historical sense succumbs”.86

These views on the future of Germany were highly unpopular with 
most British people who had a mental image of the destruction of Cov-
entry or real experience with German V1 or V2 rockets. They were also 
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incompatible with the majority view among the Christian Democrat ex-
ile community. Their pronouncements and resolutions had no impact on 
wartime reality either. When the Group spoke out against aerial saturation 
bombing, Churchill was about to consider the indiscriminate use of poi-
son gas against German cities. When they opposed far-reaching territorial 
changes in East-Central Europe, Stalin had already decided, with implicit 
British and American consent, to annex eastern Poland. When, finally, the 
Group spoke out against large-scale resettlements, the expulsion of mil-
lions of Poles from eastern Poland and Germans from eastern Germany 
was already in full swing.

Conclusion

This chapter has focused on Christian Democrats in exile in London be-
tween October 1924, when Sturzo first arrived, and the end of the Second 
World War. Compared to socialists, this group was small and very isolated 
during their exile. To begin with, many of the refugees like Sturzo initially 
had no or limited English language skills, which made it difficult to engage 
with a political elite with a predominantly imperial, not European or cos-
mopolitan view of the world. As Catholics, moreover, the refugees were 
shunned by the Church hierarchy, which toed the Vatican’s line and – as in 
the case of Cardinal Hinsley – even exceeded its enthusiasm for apparent 
defenders of the Catholic faith like Franco. The Christian Democrat ref-
ugees were also isolated in the wider Catholic community in the United 
Kingdom. As a minority culture, this community was still characterised to 
some extent by a fortress mentality due to the legacy of formal discrimina-
tion against their religion and ongoing social discrimination due to their 
predominantly Irish working-class immigrant background. Until the start 
of the war, many British Catholics were pro-fascist, for Franco, and they 
supported the Appeasement policy – views that were profoundly disturb-
ing for the anti-fascist and pro-democratic Christian Democrats in exile.

In these bleak circumstances, a very small group of Catholic mid-
dle-class people, many of them women and converts to Catholicism like 
Carter and Crawford, formed a “survival system” for Catholic democrats 
from continental Europe. Sturzo especially benefitted from the personal 
support by Carter, who organised his life, translated his works into English 
and established contacts with pro-democratic Catholic media, writers and 
politicians. When they formed the People & Freedom Group in 1936, this 
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support network not only constituted an anti-fascist and pro-democratic 
voice in the increasingly heated British political culture and media debate; 
it also made it easier for Catholic exiles from Germany after 1933, and 
from Austria and East-Central and Western European countries alike after 
1938-40, to have some social contact with British citizens and like-minded 
continental European refugees sharing their fate. Making these connec-
tions constituted more of a social and intellectual than a political endeav-
our, however. The People & Freedom Group’s meetings and resolutions 
had no impact at all on the policies of the Allied powers or, for that matter, 
on those of any of the governments-in-exile who were engaged in post-
war planning.

The ICDU created in February 1941 and administratively coordinated 
by Carter constituted an additional forum for social and intellectual ex-
change for Christian Democrat exiles only. Contrary to Sturzo’s and Ver-
aart’s hopes, however, it failed to establish an institutional trajectory for 
the postwar cooperation of Christian Democratic political parties, which 
was instead created by politicians who had been in domestic exile or in the 
Resistance, and then strongly supported by the United States and Ameri-
can foundations in the emerging new context of the Cold War.87 One rea-
son for this failure was that most ICDU participants were marginal within 
their parties, exile communities and national post-war politics; or they 
had some influence in exile, as in the case of some East-Central European 
refugees, but not on post-war politics due to the communist usurpation of 
power in their countries.

The members’ policy preferences constituted the second reason for the 
failure of the ICDU to create a pathway for postwar Christian Democratic 
party cooperation. Their quite aggressive denunciation of capitalism – at 
times with anti-Semitic overtures as in the case of Veraart – was incom-
patible with the choice of a mixed economy and close economic ties with 
the United States after 1945. Their preference for a democratic world 
organisation was thwarted and in part replaced with Western Europe-
an integration after the war. And their broad support – especially among 
East-Central European members – for a punitive peace settlement includ-
ing the mass expulsion of Germans, large-scale territorial changes and the 
dismemberment of a defeated Germany became progressively substituted 
in the Cold War with the vision of (in the words of Thomas Mann) a “Eu-
ropean Germany” to be shaped through its institutionalised integration in 
what is now the European Union. The united continental Western Europe 
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that emerged after the Second World War was not made by Christian Dem-
ocrat exiles in the United Kingdom or, for that matter, elsewhere.



2
LUIGI STURZO IN AMERICAN EXILE
Building a New Christian-Inspired  
International Order

Paolo Acanfora

Luigi Sturzo’s experience in the United States lasted a little under six years 
(from October 1940 to August 1946), and was, for many reasons, a decisive 
episode in his political and intellectual biography. He arrived in New York 
on 3 October 1940, after a voyage of around twelve days – he had left Liv-
erpool on 22 September – and in an extremely precarious state of health, 
although this had improved enough to allow him to tackle the move.1 From 
an individual perspective this experience obviously comes in the context 
of the Sicilian priest’s more than twenty years of exile, while from a gen-
erational perspective it fits into the wider theme of anti-fascism’s political 
exile in the “New World”: a veritable land of reference for the intellectual 
elites discriminated against and persecuted by European totalitarianisms 
between the two wars. This is a complex phenomenon characterised by 
an enormous variety of personal experiences. The topic has been dealt 
with historiographically in numerous ways, and there is now an imposing 
bibliography around it – although in the Italian case there remains much 
to reconstruct.2

This chapter aims to investigate the particularities of Sturzo’s exile in 
the United States, considering the network of relationships he built among 
Italian anti-fascists and US Catholics, as well as the efforts undertaken to 
shape organisations capable of sustaining and promoting Sturzian posi-
tions and Catholic-democratic culture in generally unfavourable environ-
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ments. Clear testimony of this is provided by his dedication to the devel-
opment of new branches of People and Freedom, along with the difficult 
search for political and intellectual interlocutors capable of influencing US 
choices regarding the war, the treatment meted out to Italy and the new 
post-war international order. Of course, this is not the first time that such 
themes – whether the exile of Italian anti-fascists taken as a whole,3 or the 
specific case of Luigi Sturzo4 – have been addressed. Nonetheless, insofar 
as the figure of the priest is concerned, there remain elements to examine 
in greater depth. As Pietro Scoppola, one of the most important historians 
of Italian political Catholicism, stated in 2001, “Sturzo in exile continues 
to be a land that is at least partly unexplored”, something that is true “not 
just with regard to political themes, but also – and above all – with regard 
to religion and culture, which may prove even more significant in defining 
the contours of his character”. As well as desiring to highlight the “psycho-
logical and moral price” of exile, this observation intended to underline the 
specific importance of the American experience in determining a config-
uration of the relationship between religion and politics “in new terms”.5 
There is thus a firm belief that this is a crucial passage in Sturzo’s life that 
has yet to be brought fully to light. This was, naturally, marked by the rela-
tionships Sturzo accrued over these years, as well as his direct familiarity 
with the situation in America. This analysis will draw on documentation 
from the personal archives of Luigi Sturzo, while simultaneously taking 
advantage of contributions from a literature that is already substantial.

This chapter aims, ultimately, to analyse how the Sturzian view of 
post-fascist Italy, of the new post-war international order and of the cen-
trality of a Christian-influenced democratic political culture, may have 
been affected by the experience of exile, on a theoretical level as well as 
in more pragmatic and organisational terms. The relationships built both 
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among American Catholics and in exiled anti-fascist circles were crucial 
in shaping Sturzo’s efforts to try to influence the choices being made by 
the US government and steer American public opinion, starting with Ital-
ian émigrés. This unsparing work allowed him to come into contact with 
high-profile figures in politics, the Church and US academia, and even to 
build significant institutional links, beginning with the Anglo-American 
secret service organisations.

Democratic Catholicism in exile: 
the “People and Freedom” groups

Sturzo is unanimously considered to be one of the most important expo-
nents of Christian Democratic thought. The years he spent in exile greatly 
contributed to making his work known beyond continental Europe, from 
England to the United States and even Latin America. His activity devel-
oped on various fronts, aiming at the construction of a robust network of 
relationships between political and intellectual figures tied to the world of 
Christian-inspired democracy. When Sturzo arrived in the United States, 
he already had quite considerable experience in dealing with internation-
al organisations and networks. In 1925 he had been the key protagonist 
in the creation of SIPDIC (Secrétariat International des Partis Démocrates 
d’Inspiration Chrétienne),6 the initial form of international Christian Dem-
ocratic cooperation, which had, however, experienced years of extreme 
political difficulty, with notable internal frictions during the inter-war pe-
riod.7 This experience was necessarily shaped by the “matrix” of exile,8 
which led to the establishment in November 1940 of another organisa-
tion: the International Christian Democratic Union.9 

Sturzo was the principal organiser of the P&F group, established in 
London in November 1936, which laid the groundwork for a singular, al-
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beit decidedly peripheral British path towards democratic Catholicism.10 
Its membership consisted of Catholics (although there were also rela-
tionships with Protestant figures) who aimed to spread Christian Demo-
cratic ideas with the goal of constructing an international order inspired 
by the teachings of Catholic social doctrine, and implemented within a 
framework of democratic modernity.11 Sturzo was the most active prop- 
agandist of the group, which enabled the establishment of transatlantic 
links that gave impetus to the formation of small groups under the P&F 
banner on the American continent. These came into being not just in the 
United States,12 but also in several Latin American countries, above all in 
Argentina, thanks to links with Father Silvio Braschi; Luigi Chiti, the man-
ager and editor of the journal Italia Libre; and Miguel Guglielmino, one 
of the leaders of the small Argentine Christian Democratic party.13 With 
the help of these contacts, and the involvement of other groups, “such as 
the ‘Maritainians’ [i.e. people inspired by Jacques Maritain’s writings] of 
the Orden Cristiano or the Pregoneros Social Cristianos”, he tried to form 
local P&F groups between 1942 and 1943.14 This was a complicated effort, 
whose outcome was inevitably affected by the marginality of pro-demo-
cratic activists within the lay and ecclesiastical worlds in Argentina.15 In 
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the spring of 1942, Braschi wrote a despairing letter to Sturzo stating that 
the lower clergy “is not democratic, but rather Nazi and fascist”, and then 
adding, significantly: “some priests are only fascists because being Nazi 
carries a slight whiff of heresy”.16 In truth, the ecclesiastical hierarchy as 
a whole shared a similar orientation, and this above all was why Braschi 
had no illusions about attracting recruits to the local group of P&F that he 
and Guglielmino were putting together.17 These were positions that were 
widespread in Latin American Catholicism, and substantially complicated 
the project of democracy promotion being undertaken by Sturzo.

Later, even less successful, attempts to construct a network of relation-
ships were made by developing contacts in other Latin American coun-
tries using publishing channels for the translation and distribution of 
writings by Sturzo, from Venezuela to Mexico, from Cuba to Panama and 
San Salvador.18 This is a crucial point. In the dense web of relationships 
woven by Sturzo during his years in exile, journalism and political-organ-
isational activities often went hand in hand. In Latin America, the demand 
for the translation and re-publication of articles and essays written by 
Sturzo allowed the Italian exile to widen his influence and to try to initiate 
small groups of support. In Caracas, for instance, thanks to contacts with 
Francisco de Mardones (a businessman who ran a construction company, 
“la Compañia anonima ‘Concreto’”) and the young Rafael Caldera (future 
leader of the COPEI and president of Venezuela), the P&F bulletin arrived 
from London, sent by Barbara Barclay Carter, a close collaborator of Stur-
zo, and, together with Virginia Crawford, one of the key protagonists of the 
English group.19 

During this period the foundations were thus laid for the strong influ-
ence of Sturzian thought on the groups that would give rise to the Chris-
tian-inspired parties that went on to play an important, albeit heteroge-
neous, role in the history of the continent during the second half of the 
twentieth century.20 The works and thought of Sturzo and Jacques Mar-
itain (who was also exiled, as is well known, in the United States) were 
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the two principal formative influences on the Latin American Christian 
Democratic ruling class.21 In this sense, Sturzo has been called “the polit-
ical thinker who has had the most profound influence on Latin American 
Christian Democracy”.22 A further channel of communication consisted of 
the committees for the liberation of Italy that had been founded on the 
American continent. This was the case, for instance, of the Comitato Nazi-
onale Italia Libera (the National Committee for a Free Italy), led by Fulvio 
Cabella, and headquartered in San Salvador.23

These were thus the channels that Sturzo used to promote the creation 
of groups oriented towards Christian Democracy: journals like Italia Libre; 
relationships with pro-Italian committees; and contacts with ecclesiasti-
cal, lay and academic spheres in Latin America. While there is no doubt 
that the concrete results were rather modest, appeals for help from the 
Roosevelt administration, as well as US requests for Sturzo’s involvement 
in their Latin American operations, indicate that the network that was put 
together had a degree of importance. In particular, the Italian anti-fascist 
and exile Max Ascoli, a “natural liaison between the anti-fascist émigrés 
and the American ruling class”,24 had taken on a significant assignment 
in the Department of State as a member of the Office for Coordination of 
Commercial and Cultural Relations, established in August 1940, and pre-
sided over by Nelson Rockefeller.25 Its mission was to extend US influence 
in Latin America, with the aim of propagandising democratic ideas as a 
part of the anti-totalitarian initiative. Ascoli repeatedly asked Sturzo for 
advice and suggestions, but above all for contacts and entry points that 
would enable him to operate effectively in the complex world of Latin 
American Catholicism.26 
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This was a sign both of the faith placed in Sturzo and the conviction 
that his network of contacts would be useful. The subsequent exchange of 
letters between the pair attest to the priest’s efforts to supply names and 
methods that would contribute to the success of the US mission, which had 
met with notable difficulties due to the strongly pro-fascist and pro-Fran-
coist orientation of the Latin American clergy – sympathies that meant 
they were not very receptive to the democratic orientation promoted by 
the Roosevelt administration.27 In April 1942, Ascoli wrote to Sturzo ex-
pressing his pessimism about the results that had been achieved: “I really 
can say that the record of my first government experience is a succession 
of constant failures”.28 In spite of this, there are traces of attempts to agree 
on a programme of democratic proselytism or the development of con-
crete activities, for instance among trade unions. At the request of Mar-
dones, Sturzo had worked to solicit, via Ascoli, the interest of the “Rocke-
feller committee” in financing South American trade unionism, within 
which there existed factions interested in building links with workers’ 
organisations in North America.29 The contacts with the “Committee” be-
came, furthermore, a possible tool for developing business relationships 
or publicising scholarships for exiles.30 These, however, were secondary 
concerns.

Naturally, the anti-democratic – if not openly pro-fascist – orientation 
of a large part of the clergy and laity was not a quality exclusive to the Lat-
in American countries. The difficulties encountered by Sturzo within the 
world of US Catholicism showed the prevalence of a certain diffidence, if 
not open hostility towards him. Following his arrival in the United States, 
Sturzo encountered meagre initial support31; was directed into “confine-
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ment” in Jacksonville, Florida32; and found his political positions misun-
derstood, coming to a head with the controversy that followed his article 
in a well-known journal, The Protestant – a controversy that provoked 
open remonstration from the Titular Bishop of Cyrene and Auxiliary Bish-
op of New York, Monsignor James Francis McIntyre.33 

Encountering one disappointment after another demonstrated how 
difficult it was to make inroads in such an environment and create the con-
ditions for the diffusion of Christian Democratic thought.34 The exchange 
of letters between Sturzo and the apostolic delegate to Washington, Amle-
to Cicognani, is a revealing testament to these difficulties.35 Italian-Amer-
ican milieus themselves were notoriously characterised by their largely 
pro-fascist sympathies. So far as the complex relationship between the 
Catholic Church and fascist totalitarianism is concerned, what remained 
stamped in the mind of the international public, whether Catholic or not, 
was the strong support given to the regime.36 The consequence of this 
was that even in democratic countries there was a “wing of the Catholic 
Church infected by Maurrasian ideas, by Demaistrian traditionalism and 
by Mussolinian fascism”, which looked with favour on “the end of the En-
cyclopédie and the French Revolution, of Rousseau and Zola, of liberalism 
and of democracy”.37 The United States was no exception. Quite the con-
trary – in figures like Charles Coughlin the country had an extraordinary 
exemplification of its capacity for mass mobilisation in a pro-fascist di-
rection.38 Sturzo’s task was thus to mobilise progressive Catholics in the 
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United States, trying to challenge positions that he judged harmful to the 
Catholic Church and to the international order.

The propaganda work of the P&F groups responded, naturally, to these 
needs. Sturzo did all he could to speed up the formation of local groups that 
could serve as mouthpieces for Christian Democratic principles and posi-
tions. He had thus initiated a dense correspondence that already yielded 
some initial results. Academic milieus seemed to be the most sympathetic. 
In the state of Indiana, for example, guided by the German exile, Ferdinand 
Hermens, professor of economics at the University of Notre Dame, a group 
of intellectuals had formed that included the historian Nutting and the 
political scientist O’Hare, while the group’s secretary, and later president, 
was Professor McCarthy. The P&F group in Indiana was formally estab-
lished on 14 March 1942.39 Its real influence was very modest, as were its 
promoted activities, which basically remained on paper. A case like this 
was hardly an exception. In California, in Pennsylvania, in Washington, in 
Boston, and even in Montreal, Canada, the network revealed itself to be 
rather flimsy, and consisted of intellectuals who had little involvement in 
social or political activities.40 The only group that seemed to aspire to a 
truly active role was in New York. Sturzo availed himself in this initiative 
of the help of friendly figures like the lawyer Joseph Calderon; the young 
sociologist Alfred Di Lascia; Monsignor Francesco Lardone, professor of 
canon law at the Catholic University of America in Washington, DC; and 
the Italian economist Mario Einaudi, lecturer at Fordham University in 
New York. The relationship with Einaudi was crucial for Sturzo’s activi-
ties, and has been exactingly reconstructed,41 with the aid of an intensive 
exchange of letters.42

Although the P&F initiative never really took off completely in the Unit-
ed States, the group in New York nonetheless enabled the formation of 
a solid network centred on the figure of Sturzo. Both P&F and the sub-
sequent People and Liberty – aimed more at questions concerning Italy, 
and addressed principally to Italian circles in the United States – attempt-
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ed to influence the Roosevelt administration’s policies concerning Italy 
and the international post-war order. Similarly to the case in England, in 
this group the role played by women – Ellie Calderon, Ellis Skinner, Mary  
Bagnara, Genevieve and Mildred Camera – was extremely active.43 The top-
ics the group’s activities stressed the most concerned US policies towards 
Italy. The struggle for full recognition of the country’s Allied status after 
armistice with the Anglo-Americans in September 1943 was undertaken 
partly with the goal of launching a policy of aid and support, but, more 
than anything else, aimed at legitimising post-fascist Italy. Sturzo wrote 
about it directly to the Italian section of the Office of War Information at 
the State Department, while the New York group sent its own resolutions 
to President Roosevelt.44 Anthony Ullo, chairman of People and Liberty, 
wrote confidential letters to both the President and First Lady, soliciting 
greater support for Italy by means of the UNRRA funds.45 This communi-
cation channel worked because the outline for planned aid arrived in the 
hands of Ullo and Sturzo, although the plan was judged insufficient, and 
correspondence on the subject was duly initiated.46 

So far as international questions were concerned, it was a similar story. 
A key example was the work at Dumbarton Oaks on the organisation of 
the United Nations, a topic that was very close to Sturzo’s heart. An ad hoc 
commission was formed within the P&F group to advance its proposals. 
The outcome of the study was communicated to the press, while a detailed 
report was sent to the State Department.47 All the proposals that were ad-
vanced went in the direction of the democratisation of the system of inter-
national relations: from the elimination of the right to veto to the respon-
sibilities regarding arms reduction, as well as the concrete integration of 
economic matters within peacekeeping policy with the development of 
the Economic and Social Council. Above all, the assembly should embody 
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democratic principles and be conceived of as a “law-making body in the 
international field”.48

Naturally, the actual efficiency of this pressure campaign on the US ad-
ministration was rather limited. Nonetheless, there was no shortage of 
recognition and acknowledgements, above all where Italian matters were 
concerned; from the country’s reinsertion into the international econom-
ic system to loans with the extension of the Lend-Lease mechanism, and 
from military support and coordination to delicate territorial matters, 
like Trieste. From the American documents one can infer that, at least in 
part, “the Sturzian views were greeted with interest among the planners 
in Washington working on post-war questions”, and, in some cases, it was 
hypothesised that they may even lead to the modification of positions that 
had already been defined.49

The support from certain corners of the US Catholic world was also 
important in this pressure strategy. The relationship with Monsignor Luigi 
Ligutti, Executive Secretary of the National Catholic Rural Life Conference, 
was particularly active. This was a figure who after the war would go on 
to have significant connections with the Italian Christian Democrats and 
Coldiretti (the principal organisation representing the agricultural sector, 
guided by the Christian Democrat Paolo Bonomi).50 It was precisely in or-
der to finance this party that Ligutti proposed in the spring of 1944 to 
set up an ad hoc commission which, with great significance, he would call 
“Don Sturzo’s Christian Democrats Committee”, or “Don Sturzo’s Libera-
tion Committee”.51 In supporting the Italian cause, Monsignor Ligutti in-
tervened directly with the White House, trying to exploit electoral politics; 
indeed, the imminence of the elections, in November 1944, enabled him 
to offer the non-negligible possibility of the Italian-American vote (tradi-
tionally linked to the Democratic Party, in spite of the community’s gen-
erally pro-fascist orientation),52 as well as Catholics.53 Monsignor Patrick 
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A. O’Boyle, executive director of the War Relief Services of the National 
Catholic Welfare Conference, and Monsignor Howard J. Carroll (Assistant 
General Secretary of the NCWC) also mobilised to support the efforts of 
the Christian Democratic party in the middle of a civil war, and thus in an 
extremely thorny point in Italian history.54 

There was, furthermore, a constant search for contacts across the At-
lantic, and religious channels seemed fundamental. Organisations like the 
NCRLC, the NCWC or even the Church of Our Lady of Lourdes, were im-
portant in this initiative, which had in the figure of Sturzo a go-to person 
of great consequence.55 Naturally, compared to the earlier part of Sturzo’s 
American exile, many things had changed. The United States’s entry into 
the war in December 1941, the collapse of fascism after 25 July 1943, the 
signing of the armistice on 3 September the same year and the evolution 
of the context in Italy, with the formation of a national unity government 
and civil war in the north of the country – all of this had significantly influ-
enced the orientations of the US Catholic Church. Support for the Christian 
Democratic cause now appeared to be crucial for the fates of Italy and the 
Church. The moment had even arrived to propose a “merger” between the 
propaganda activities of the Pro Deo Centre of Information, guided by Fa-
ther Felix Morlion, and those of the Sturzian P&F groups – a proposal that 
was rejected, and held impossible, but which nonetheless seemed symp-
tomatic of the change in certain outlooks.56

Italian anti-fascism in exile: Sturzo’s position

As well as going through US Catholic channels, the attempts to pressure 
and influence the US administration went through the network that had 
been built by Italian anti-fascists in exile. Among the many political and 
intellectual figures who had emigrated were persons of considerable stat-
ure, including the historians Gaetano Salvemini, Lionello Venturi, and Aldo 
Garosci; the historian of Italian literature Michele Cantarella; the literary 
critic Giuseppe Antonio Borgese; politicians like Carlo Sforza, Alberto Tar-
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chiani, Randolfo Pacciardi and Alberto Cianca; and many others. The most 
important organisation, which gathered together a majority of the anti-fas-
cist exiles, was undoubtedly the Mazzini Society.57 The peculiar position 
taken by Sturzo with regard to these circles has often been highlighted. 
He was never formally a part of the movements organised in exile, but can 
hardly be called a stranger to them. This failure to become a member was 
less the expression of some inflexible opposition than of a certain sense of 
otherness. Similarly, it would be misleading to claim that the arrival of as 
consequential a political and intellectual figure as Sturzo on American soil 
could pass unnoticed. On the contrary, as has been stated, “it was an event 
that was destined to effectuate profound change in the political and in-
terpersonal equilibrium of a diminished and unstable group which, faced 
with swiftly developing events in Europe, was trying to define its charac-
ter more precisely, and gain prominence in public opinion”.58

Sturzo managed, therefore, to carve out for himself a decidedly distinc-
tive space in these milieus. It was a relationship that played out at several 
levels, in which a degree of esteem came to exist between the different 
camps, marked though they obviously also were by radical differences. 
The most troublesome point concerned collaboration with groups and 
figures that were known to hold positions strongly critical of the Catholic 
Church and of political Catholicism. As Malgeri has observed, “the intense 
anti-clericalism of certain anti-fascist groups in America […] made it par-
ticularly difficult for Sturzo to insert himself actively into organisations of 
Italian exiles in the United States”.59 None of this, however, prevented the 
initiation of various close collaborations.

Sturzo was very careful to maintain a certain balance in his relation-
ships, contributing on one hand to particular intellectual activities – for 
example, his collaboration with the journal Nazioni Unite, from the 1942 
in-house weekly of the Mazzini Society – and on the other, defending his 
profile as a Catholic intellectual, and his alignment with a particular po-
litical culture. There were certainly points of confluence between the two 
spheres, and, taken as a whole, common feelings of esteem. Nonetheless, 
hostile and malicious judgments were not lacking either, and the differ-



64 Paolo Acanfora

60	 Luigi Sturzo e i Rosselli tra Londra, Parigi e New York: Carteggio (1929-1945) (Soveria Mannelli: 
Rubbettino, 2003), 84, note 139; the letter is also cited in Piva and Malgeri, Vita di Luigi Sturzo, 
382 and De Rosa, Luigi Sturzo, 409-410.

61	 See Paolo Acanfora, “Myths and the Political Use of Religion in Christian Democratic Culture,” 
Journal of Modern Italian Studies 12, no. 3 (2007): 307-338; Paolo Acanfora, “La Democrazia 
cristiana degasperiana e il mito della nazione: le interpretazioni del Risorgimento,” Ricerche di 
storia politica, no. 2 (2009): 177-196.

ences, which were significant, ultimately came to the surface. The former 
secretary of the Partito Popolare firmly stressed his democratic and Chris-
tian identity, and clearly used it to emphasise his distinctiveness. The let-
ter written by Sturzo to Carlo Sforza in March 1941 regarding the priest’s 
possible membership in the Mazzini Society was greatly significant in this 
regard. Although respecting the organisation and the legendary figure 
from whom it took its name, he wrote:

As a Catholic I cannot attribute my activities to the historical name of an 
anti-Catholic, whatever his merits may have been, which I am not recognis-
ing just now, but have recognised all along. And while I agree with the pro-
gramme […] I do not accept the symbol or the name […] I cannot fold away 
my flag of Christian Democracy after forty-six years of work and struggle to 
become, at the age of sixty-nine, a follower of Mazzini. All my past is bound 
up in this, as well as my political thought and my faith.60

This defence of belonging to a religious political culture was accomplished 
not only in full respect of the principled loyalties of others, but also with a 
clear appreciation of the historical figure and cultural and political legacy 
of Giuseppe Mazzini. Such a perspective would go on to be widespread 
in Christian Democratic culture in the post-war period, when Mazzinian 
thought would be in part adopted, in part refuted, in various ways within 
the ideological vision developed by the Democrazia Cristiana.61

Naturally, this feeling of otherness was entirely reciprocal. Many exiled 
exponents of anti-fascism regarded Sturzo with suspicion. The divisive 
factor was the deep-rooted anti-clericalism present in many of these cir-
cles. This anti-clericalism, heightened by the role played by the Catholic 
Church during the years of fascism, was cultural and political. Among the 
consequences, it was difficult, on the one hand, for Sturzo’s insertion into 
anti-fascist organisations to be accepted, and, on the other, even to find the 
will for it to happen at all. 

In spite of the undoubted respect and esteem accorded to Sturzo him-
self, there thus remained difficulties. A specific case is the relationship 
with Gaetano Salvemini, one of the most well-known and respected figures 
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of the exiled anti-fascist movement. To give an idea of the size of their dif-
ferences, we might cite the reply that Sturzo gave to James Loeb, executive 
secretary of the Union for Democratic Action, who had asked the Sicilian 
priest to attend a meeting at which Salvemini would close his tour of lec-
tures on Italy: “I appreciate very much the fighting qualities of Professor 
Salvemini, but I disagree with him for some of his religious and political 
utterances made in these lectures; so that I cannot give my adhesion [sic!] 
to a meeting where he will complete his lecture tour”.62 After all, as with 
other exponents of anti-fascism, Salvemini held positions on the Catholic 
Church’s support of fascism, and, even more, on the incompatibility of Ca-
tholicism and democracy, that went in exactly the opposite direction from 
Sturzo. This was a political and cultural battle of key importance.

Further oppositions arose concerning the different strategies elaborat-
ed for the future of Italy and the tools to use in that regard, among them 
the Mazzini Society. It is no coincidence, for example, that the republican 
and future defence minister, Randolfo Pacciardi, complained to Salvemini 
about the instrumental use he claimed was being made of the Society, as 
well as the solutions proposed by its board of directors. The proposal to 
uphold special recognition of the Vatican in the future Italy and to main-
tain Catholicism as the state religion, as provided for in the “Albertino” 
statute (of the Italian constitution then in effect), was for Pacciardi, un-
derstandably, intolerable. The target of his diatribe, however, was Sturzo 
himself, who was not even a member of the organisation: “Poor Mazzini, 
triumvir of the Roman Republic! He is needed to cover up the collusive An-
glo-Giolittian intrigues of Don Sturzo!”63 The accusation was two-pronged: 
Sturzo’s position was dominated by English strategy, and his politics prac-
ticed with the methods of the old Giolittian liberal class (whom Sturzo 
had in fact always railed against vehemently) – a repudiation, essential-
ly, of the Mazzinian tradition in favour of Sturzian clericalism. Similarly, 
between the spring and summer of 1944, at an extremely difficult point 
in Italy’s evolution, Borgese, commenting on Pacciardi’s displeasure with 
Sturzo’s assent to the policies of the Badoglio government that succeeded 
Mussolini, said: “I was cheered by the news that Sturzo is with Badoglio. 
It is a fine thing whenever a destiny achieves itself, and the atmosphere is 
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calmer for it (I meant to say cleaner)”.64 Striking in both cases is the rather 
scornful way in which Sturzo is regarded, and the evident distance being 
taken not only from his specific positions, but from his identity, his origins 
and his political and cultural background.

In spite of these cases, overall relations with the anti-fascists in exile 
featured notable moments of commonality and convergence. Disagree-
ments emerged, obviously enough, above all regarding the concrete po-
litical choices made about Italy during and after the war. The above is im-
portant in order to evaluate the elements of cohesion and unity among 
the various actors, but also, obviously, their differences, divergences and 
peculiarities. Without wishing to underplay the liberal aspects of a figure 
like Sturzo – a question that is not unique to the founder of the Partito 
Popolare, but applies more broadly to the complex relationship between 
Christian Democratic and liberal culture65 – great care is needed not to 
reduce or marginalise actors’ cultural, political and religious allegiances. 
Even so great an historian as Renzo De Felice has essentially assimilated 
Sturzo into the liberal-democratic camp.66 However, it is certain that Stur-
zo did not feel he could be fully integrated into this camp, and furthermore 
he was not perceived as being suitable for integration.

Among the liberal figures with whom he had a relationship of esteem 
and collaboration was Max Ascoli, one of the most eminent Italian exiles.67 
Ascoli played a crucial role in academic circles through the New School for 
Social Research in New York – an institution founded in 1919, of notable 
repute because of the calibre of the students it attracted.68 Presented as 
the “University in Exile”, the school was “destined in a few years to become 
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one of the most important refuges for intellectuals fleeing from Europe”.69 
In addition to being a politically engaged academic, Ascoli was a militant 
anti-fascist and one of the presidents of the Mazzini Society. He was a 
man capable of developing important political contacts and even became 
directly involved in the activities of the Roosevelt administration.70 The 
significance of his relationship with Sturzo is not simply due to the impor-
tance of Ascoli’s political and academic network – which was of great con-
sequence for Sturzo’s activities and objectives – but also to the centrality 
of certain shared thoughts on Italian history, on the experience of fascism 
(the two men had been among the very few to grasp its totalitarian and 
politico-religious features), on the urgency of the post-war period and on 
the international responsibilities of the United States in the new world 
order.71

Ascoli was furthermore a fine example of the close relationship be-
tween exiled Italian anti-fascist circles, the US administration and the 
British government. The British Security Coordination had played an im-
portant role in “influencing” and “interfering with” the Mazzini Society 
presided over first by Ascoli, and then by Tarchiani, while the two coun-
tries’ secret services had stipulated an agreement of close cooperation. 
Along with the BSC, the US Office of Strategic Services (OSS) made use of 
the expertise of the Mazzini Society and other exiles for its policies con-
cerning Italy.72 Among these, Sturzo played a significant role, following his 
endorsement by Ascoli and Sforza. The Sicilian priest became a constant 
point of reference for the Anglo-American organisations, which consulted 
him for information on on-the-ground realities in Italy and on particular 
Christian Democratic figures. The BSC, the OSS, the Office of War Informa-
tion, the Division of Southern European Affairs and the Department of Ed-
ucation and Research of the Congress of Industrial Organisations all came 
to Sturzo for usable information on questions of interest to them: from 
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“surviving labour leaders”73 to the Christian Democratic Party itself,74 as 
well as figures from Italy’s lay and ecclesiastical worlds.75 Maurice English, 
chief of the Italian section of the Office of War Information, asked Sturzo to 
intervene with messages and comments,76 and sent him classified reports 
on Italy.77 

The priest’s most frequent interlocutor, however, was Anthony Moore, 
a British intelligence officer charged with managing the relationships be-
tween the BSC and the OSS.78 The principal requests made to Sturzo were 
invitations to comment in regard to certain episodes or on the occasion of 
anniversaries related to the evolution of events in Italy. Thus he was asked 
for communiqués on the congress of anti-fascist forces in Bari,79 on the 
liberation of Florence,80 on the anniversary of the death of Mazzini,81 or 
the occasion of Easter,82 or even comments on the speech made by US Sec-
retary of State Cordell Hull83 (one of the contacts made by Sturzo thanks 
to the involvement of Ascoli).84 At the same time, these relationships were 
used, together with the Catholic channels covered above, to put pressure 
on the Roosevelt administration and on the British government to recon-
sider, improve and elaborate political strategies regarding Italy. Memoran-
da and reports on various issues were sent to officials at the OSS and State 
Department, involving prominent figures in the Roosevelt administration 
with whom Sturzo was in direct contact, like Sumner Welles or Adolf Ber-
le. Direct approaches were also attempted with the aim of conditioning 
US choices regarding Italy. Such was the case, for instance, of the meeting 
between Sturzo and Fiorello La Guardia, mayor of New York and future 
director of UNRRA. On 6 October 1944, at Sturzo’s request, the two met to 



69Luigi Sturzo in American Exile

85	 L. Sturzo to F. La Guardia, 30 September 1944, ASILS, ALS, Box 149/706. 
86	 L. Sturzo to F. La Guardia, 8 October 1944, ASILS, ALS, Box 149/706.
87	 Sturzo, La mia battaglia da New York.
88	 Ibid., xv.

talk about the mission to Italy with which La Guardia had been charged.85 
The Sicilian priest had expressed his opinion on the needs of Italy and on 
the strategy that the US government, in his view, should adopt. Two days 
later, he sent his recommendations to the New York mayor for submission 
to Roosevelt.86

Conclusions

The anti-fascist and democratic Catholic networks were thus used by 
Sturzo in two basic ways: as a means to open communication channels 
with public authorities in order to try to condition their strategies, and 
as a means to influence public opinion and promote Christian Democrat-
ic principles, not just in reference to the Italian case, but with the view 
to building a new international order. The strongly negative opinion ex-
pressed by Sturzo about his “battle from New York” is well known.87 There 
were four objectives on which he principally concentrated his energy: the 
promotion of non-fascist Italy; the affirmation of the ethical-political value 
of freedom in the face of totalitarianisms; the construction of an interna-
tional order founded on law and people’s rights; and the struggle for a fair 
peace settlement with Italy. In each case, the outcome was unsuccessful.88 
These subjects were all closely linked. The battle for a fair peace treaty for 
Italy and the promotion of its democratic elements were specific aspects 
of the democratisation of the international scene and the definition of a 
new world order. Aid to post-fascist Italy and a non-punitive peace agree-
ment were supposed to be part of Roosevelt’s strategy for the internation-
al mission from which the United States – unlike what had happened after 
the First World War – would be unable to absent itself.

Sturzo, like a significant number of the exiled Italian anti-fascists, had 
criticised many aspects of US policy, but at the same time understood its 
centrality, and valued the elements of liberal civic-mindedness within 
it. He had observed its characteristics first-hand, and he appreciated in, 
one might say, Tocquevillean fashion the country’s role as a crossroads 
between religious consciousness and political democracy. In this sense, 
he was deeply convinced that the United States was the moral force and 
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engine of the new international order, and the only country capable of ad-
vancing the principles enshrined in the Atlantic Charter. Without a moral 
basis, no new peaceful international order could be built, and the Atlantic 
Charter was the best possible expression of this.89 Among the most recur-
rent themes of Sturzo’s “American writings” was precisely this: the Atlan-
tic Charter, its principles, its values and their continual betrayal by the po-
litical praxis of the great powers.90 Similarly to Maritain “and many other 
left-Catholic refugees”, the Sicilian priest was “enthusiastic about the 1941 
Atlantic Charter, and its promise to build an international order that would 
defend human rights and the national self-determination of all peoples”. 
Furthermore, the experience of exile in liberal democratic countries had 
nudged him towards favouring the idea that Great Britain and the United 
States should play “a leading role” in the new international system.91

In these ongoing appeals, there is no doubt that Sturzo’s political con-
cerns about the future of post-fascist Italy also played a clear role. The 
struggles for an equitable peace treaty, for an adequate assessment of Ita-
ly’s place in the post-war international order and for open support of the 
Italian people and the country’s democratic forces, were all explained with 
continual references to the system of values of which the Atlantic Charter 
was an utmost expression. The goal, clearly, was to shape public opinion 
and the Anglo-American political class in order to promote a less critical 
reading of events in Italy, aimed at separating the historical responsibili-
ties of fascism from those of the Italian people. This was clearly a laboured 
and contrived operation, which sought the political legitimisation of post-
war Italy.

If the goal of contributing beneficially to the Italian cause was plain, so 
too was the conviction that the same system of values ought to be the basis 
for the new international order. This call, after all, could be seen even in 
the manifestos of the Partito Popolare Italiano (and thus in a completely 
different political climate), which clearly took inspiration, as far as inter-
national affairs were concerned, from the idealistic Wilsonian statement 
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that had been salvaged by Roosevelt and incorporated into the Atlantic 
Charter.92

In the documents defining the ideological line of the P&F groups too, 
the profound mixture of religious inspiration and a hybrid Wilsonian-Roo-
seveltian perspective was evident. In the paragraph of the mission state-
ment dealing with the “New Order”, reference was made to two fundamen-
tal documents: the Atlantic Charter, whose principles had been reiterated 
in both the declaration of Washington and the conference in Rio de Janeiro 
in January 1942, and the five points expressed by Pius XII in his message 
on 24 December 1939.93 The new international order, therefore, was to 
be constructed on the dual foundations of the moral influence exercised 
by the Holy See and the ethical-political role of the United States. These 
were two different missions, which would nonetheless converge in the 
new post-war world. It soon became evident how far this perspective de-
parted from the strategies that were actually in development, and which, 
ultimately, would dictate the configuration of the Cold War.94

In these verdicts, there is probably also something of Sturzo’s bit-
terness at not having been able to influence the Anglo-American decisions 
regarding post-war Italy in any significant way. The frustration he experi-
enced in exile, whether during the years in London or those in America, 
both of which had been characterised largely by isolation,95 found confir-
mation in the meagre results obtained by his efforts to condition the polit-
ical choices made by the Allied governments. In this there is a significant 
continuity between the two different experiences of exile. The Sturzian 
struggles had been, indeed, those of a minority, and conducted within po-
litical and religious contexts that had generally been hostile or diffident. In 
the United States, however, by virtue of wartime dynamics, and of the pe-
culiar evolution of the Italian front, it had seemed as though new scenar-
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ios might open up, in which the weight of Sturzo’s personality might play 
some persuasive and influential role. As has been seen, though, the con-
tacts he made, albeit significant and important, brought little in the way 
of concrete results. His relationships with the allied governments were 
effectively channelled into consulting activities, which usually resulted in 
requests for support, in public declarations and in signalling contacts and 
figures useful to Anglo-American aims. Real political decisions, however, 
largely eluded him.

Sturzo’s difficulties were, furthermore, linked to the evolution of the 
Italian context, and to the birth of a new party of Catholic inspiration un-
der the guidance of Alcide De Gasperi. It is clearly not mere chance that 
the end of the war did not coincide with the conclusion of Sturzo’s exile. 
He faced many problems in coming back to Italy. Sturzo only succeeded 
in returning on 6 September 1946, around sixteen months after the end 
of the conflict, and, more particularly, three months after the institutional 
referendum on the form of government, which had been held on 2 June. 
Indeed, his republican orientation was an extremely problematic ele-
ment to manage, and this may have intensified the internal divisions of 
the Democrazia Cristiana, compromising its relationship with a significant 
part of the electorate.96 Given his substantial authority, the Sicilian priest’s 
critical voice would have caused a number of problems for the leadership 
of De Gasperi and for the unity of the party. The invitation to postpone 
his return came directly from the Vatican.97 Upon his return, he found an 
Italy that was very different from the Italy he had left, and an international 
context that was evolving towards a different equilibrium from the one he 
had desired during his stay in America.

96	 Two-thirds of the Christian Democratic leadership were in favour of the republic, but the elector-
ate had a strongly rooted monarchist orientation.

97	 Even in October 1945, Amleto Cicognani wrote that “grave causes for prudence”, of which 
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l’esilio negli Stati Uniti, 129-130.
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CHRISTIAN DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA  
AND VICE VERSA
Sturzo, Maritain and the United States

Carlo Invernizzi Accetti

This chapter looks at the way in which two prominent European Catholic 
thinkers and political activists who spent part of the Second World War 
in exile in the United States – Luigi Sturzo and Jacques Maritain – thought 
about their host country and how this inflected their political thought more 
broadly. Although the United States never had a significant Christian Demo-
cratic party or movement, it played an important role in the formation of the 
European Christian Democratic ideology, as the projected (and largely myth-
ical) location of a form of politics in which Christianity and democracy were 
not held to be at odds with one another, but rather reciprocally sustaining.1 
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This is visible already in those strands of French liberal Catholicism of 
the middle part of the nineteenth century which ultimately led to the pa-
pal condemnation of “Americanism” in 1898. As Thomas McAvoy has not-
ed, “if one were to examine carefully the writings on the subject of Ameri-
canism prior to 1898, one could easily see that the real heresy charge that 
the anti-Americanists were trying to hang onto the Americanists was that 
they held the liberalism condemned by the ‘Syllabus or Errors’ and the 
Encyclical Quanta Cura”.2 Thus, “the theological controversy over Amer-
icanism  … ultimately revolved around the question of the separation of 
Church and state”.3

Far from being rooted out by Leo XIII’s condemnation, the European 
progressive Catholics’ fascination with the United States as the site of a dif-
ferent mode of articulation of politics and religion reached a peak during 
the middle part of the twentieth century, when many of those involved 
with the nascent Christian Democratic political movement were forced 
into exile there. Luigi Sturzo and Jacques Maritain are two of the most 
prominent examples. Although both had been rather critical of what they 
perceived as America’s “materialism” and “individualism” in their youth, 
the experience of exile decisively affected their intellectual careers and 
political views, transforming the United States into a positive model – and 
indeed a “source of inspiration” – in their later writings.4 Tracing the evo-
lution of these two authors’ views on this country before, during and after 
their exile in the United States therefore offers a useful lens through which 
to examine the effect of this experience on the development of European 
Christian Democratic thought more generally. 

Luigi Sturzo’s American battles

Luigi Sturzo was born in Caltagirone, Italy in 1871 and ordained into the 
Catholic priesthood in 1894. As of 1919 he contributed to founding the 
Italian Partito Popolare Italiano (PPI), which is widely regarded as the 
main historical antecedent of the post-war Democrazia Cristiana.5 Obtain-

2	 Thomas McAvoy, “Liberalism, Americanism, Modernism,” Records of the American Catholic His-
torical Society of Philadelphia 63, no. 4 (1952): 22. 
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4	 See Luigi Sturzo, “L’Italia e L’Ordine Internazionale,” in Opera Omnia, Prima Serie, Vol. VIII (Bolo-
gna: Nicola Zanichelli Editore, 1943) [1961], 423.

5	 See Antonio Acerbi, Chiesa e Democrazia: Da Leone XIII al Vaticano II (Milan: Vita e Pensiero, 
1991); Francesco Malgeri, Luigi Sturzo (San Paolo: Cinisello Balsamo, 1993).
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ing around 20 per cent of the vote in its first elections, the PPI immediately 
became the second largest political force in the Italian Parliament. Howev-
er, it soon split over the question of the attitude to adopt to fascism after 
Mussolini’s rise to power in 1922. As leader of the “leftist” faction that 
opposed any collaboration with the fascist regime, Sturzo was forced to 
resign from the leadership of the PPI in July 1923 and finally fled to exile 
in the United Kingdom in October 1924.6 

From London, Sturzo carried out an intense activity of political organi-
sation and opposition to Italian fascism, collaborating among others in the 
formation of the People and Freedom Group and the International Chris-
tian Democratic Union (ICDU), which sought to mobilise international and 
especially Catholic public opinion against the continental authoritarian 
regimes of the inter-war period and in favour of a more progressive and 
democratically oriented Catholicism.7 After Italy’s entry into the war on 
the side of the Axis powers, Sturzo’s position in the UK became increas-
ingly precarious, not least in light of the British government’s policy of in-
ternment of political refugees from Germany and Austria, as of the spring 
of 1940.8 In September of that year, he therefore decided to leave the UK 
and to move to New York.

At the time, the United States was still nominally neutral, so Sturzo was 
initially perceived as an “uncomfortable” figure by the US authorities giv-
en his previous anti-fascist activities.9 Owing also to his precarious health 
condition, after a brief stay in New York, he was transferred to Saint Vin-
cent’s Hospital in Jacksonville, Florida: a move he later described as an 
attempt to “isolate” him. Despite this, in the same interview, Sturzo also 
claimed that: 

The room at St Vincent’s Hospital was quickly transformed into a sort of 
laboratory/press office from which I managed to activate a network of con-
tacts with various worlds: the cultural and academic world in the United 
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States, the diplomatic one, that of American Catholicism and of course the 
relations I already had with other Italian and European exiles … I attempt-
ed, in other words, to transform my condition as an exile into an oppor-
tunity, an occasion to engage with new challenges and start new political 
projects.10 

In another set of recollections, Sturzo further described these “American 
battles” as oriented towards three main goals: the public recognition of 
the “existence of a non-fascist Italy, on a par with non-Vichyist France”; the 
“affirmation of the politico-moral value of freedom in the face of totalitar-
ian regimes”; and the defence of a conception of “the future international 
order founded on the principle of popular self-determination”.11 As Sturzo  
also admits in the same text, however, the immediate outcome of each of 
these battles was “practically null”. Interest in Italian anti-fascism only  
really began to take root in the United States after the country’s liberation, 
by which time Sturzo himself had already returned to Italy; the principle 
of anti-totalitarianism was severely compromised, throughout the dura-
tion of the war, by the Allied forces’ cooperation with the Soviet Union; 
and the idea of a juridically constituted international regime founded on 
the principle of popular self-determination remained on the back-burner 
as long as the fighting continued. 

Each of Sturzo’s “American battles” became a central pillar in the con-
struction of the post-war international (and particularly European) polit-
ical order – which contributed to Sturzo’s towering reputation as a lead-
ing Christian Democratic intellectual in the post-war period, even though 
he never returned to exercise the central position of leadership he had 
held in the PPI during the inter-war years. Running across Sturzo’s Amer-
ican writings, however, there is also another unifying theme, which has 
so far received less attention. This is his changing estimation of the po-
litical standing and world-historical significance of his host country, the 
United States. Indeed, what we can observe in this respect is an important 
transformation in Sturzo’s thought, which also contributed to laying the 
foundations for another central aspect of European Christian Democracy’s 
post-war political orientation. 

Prior to his experience in America, the references to the United States 
in Sturzo’s writings are few and largely negative. In his 1938 monograph 
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on Politics and Morality, for instance, Sturzo mentions that “the United 
States have celebrated the 150th anniversary of their democratic con-
stitution” commenting that “their political experience is very different 
from ours”, first and foremost because of the “issue of slavery”, but also 
because of its “long-standing tradition of the separation of Church and 
state”, which is said to have “isolated spirituality, culture and the finality 
of the human individual, dissociating modern society from its Christian 
roots and depriving the state of a higher finality than its merely institu-
tional ends; that is, economic prosperity and political stability”.12 Later, 
in his 1939 monograph Church and State, Sturzo also explicitly refers to 
the nineteenth-century papal condemnation of “Americanism”, describing 
the latter as a form of “modernism avant la lettre”,13 and even adding that 
“some of the tendencies that were implicit in it, which are all American 
in their spontaneity and not at all theological or philosophical […] were 
tinged with heresy”.14 

These comments offer a marked contrast with what Sturzo wrote about 
the United States when he was there, between 1940 and 1945. In his 1943 
treatise on Italy and the International Order, for instance, we read that: 
“The idea of a democracy founded on Christian principles … is prevalent 
in America”.15 On this basis, Sturzo goes on to argue that the United States 
are an “indispensable ally” in the European Christian Democrats’ struggle 
against “both anti-democratic regimes, and democratic but anti-Christian 
ones”.16 Later in the same text, Sturzo also draws a distinction between the 
“continental” and “American” ways of structuring the relations between 
politics and religion, manifesting a clear preference for the latter. To this 
effect, he writes that: 

The legal or de facto separation between Church and State has taken place 
in a variety of contexts and for a variety of different reasons, often with an 
anti-religious and anti-clerical intent. Only in North America has such a 
separation remained neutral and respectful, drawing its foundation from 
religious ideas which American politicians have, by and large, never aban-
doned or repudiated … [For this reason], in the United States, the moral 
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relations between the federal state and the various churches existing in 
the different states have never ceased to exist, but have on the contrary 
contributed to maintaining a religious atmosphere, which the philosoph-
ical positivism and practical atheism of the European cultured class have 
almost entirely obliterated here.17 

Along very similar lines, in his 1945 book The Spiritual Problems of Our 
Time, Sturzo advances a criticism of the kind of “secularism” (laicismo) 
that aims to put “democracy or the people in the place of God”. Sturzo adds 
that: “the American constitution does not forget this origin, and the Amer-
ican tradition entrusts the Chief of State with the responsibility of fixing 
Thanksgiving day, in which citizens are expected to turn to God to thank 
Him for the benefits received during the year […]. Nor do American con-
gressmen forget to begin their sessions with an invocation of God”.18 “In 
contrast”, Sturzo also writes, “we [Italians] have become so secularised 
that both Parliament and the government regard religion as a private and 
personal affair”.19 

The key idea advanced in these writings therefore seems to be that the 
United States is home to a particular mode of articulation of the relation-
ship between politics and religion, which is consonant with the core Chris-
tian Democratic principle of religious “inspiration” of politics.20 Indeed, this 
point is made more or less explicitly by Sturzo himself in another pamphlet 
he wrote in 1943, entitled Italy After Mussolini, in which he states that: “All 
through the [Italian peninsula] … the starred flag of the United States is 
known and loved as a friendly flag”,21 later also adding that:

Some anti-fascists, even though they are not on the whole anti-religious, 
nevertheless suspect the “political” action of the papacy. They fight the 
concordat in the name of the separation of Church and State, and quote the 
example of the United States to show how well that system operates … But 
the United States never had a concordat; its government did not have to as-
sume any ecclesiastical financial burden as a result of the expropriation of 
church property; and it never was called upon to abolish religious orders. 
On the contrary, the United States moved from several different colonial 



79Christian Democracy in America and Vice Versa

22	 Ibid., 423.
23	 See Dianne Kirby, “The Cold War, the Hegemony of the United States and the Golden Age of 

Christian Democracy,” in Hugh McLeod, ed, The Cambridge History of Christianity, 1914-2000 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).

24	 Ibid.
25	 Wolfram Kaiser, “Trigger-Happy Protestant Materialists? The European Christian Democrats and 

the United States,” in Marc Trachtenberg, ed, Between Alliance and Empire: America and Europe 
During the Cold War (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2003), 65. 

26	 Ibid.

regimes, based in some cases on civil and political discrimination against 
Catholicism, to a system based on religious freedom.22

The specific conception of “religious freedom” that is alluded to here was 
of course to become one of European Christian Democracy’s key rallying 
points in the context of the Cold War – which, as many commentators 
have noted, almost immediately assumed religious overtones.23 European 
Christian Democracy’s “Atlanticism” was therefore widely construed at the 
time as having a “religious foundation” in the context of a world-historical 
conflict pitting “the god-fearing against the godless”.24 Alongside Sturzo’s 
other “American battles”, the normative re-valuation of the United States 
as home to a specifically Christian and democratic conception of “religious 
freedom” can therefore be seen as another key contribution he made to 
the post-war European Christian Democratic political project. 

What is perhaps even more intriguing, however, is that in the period 
after his return to Italy, the references to the United States in Sturzo’s writ-
ings acquire a distinctively less enthusiastic tone. As Wolfram Kaiser has 
noted, in fact, despite their clear choice in favour of the “western bloc” in 
the context of the Cold War, the attitude of most European Christian Dem-
ocrats to the United States in the immediate post-war period remained 
rather ambivalent. To this effect, for instance, Kaiser writes that: “Many 
Christian Democratic leaders were frankly hostile to what they regard-
ed as the liberal, competition-driven American system, a system in their 
view marked by excessive Protestant individualism and materialism”.25 
Moreover, Kaiser adds, “the Christian Democrats were equally ambivalent 
about US political leadership in NATO and in international politics more 
generally”.26 

Sturzo seems to sound a similarly ambivalent note when, in a 1947 ar-
ticle on “The Philosophic Foundation of Christian Democracy”, he writes 
that: “American democracy (which was not, in fact, conceived as true de-
mocracy until later) … suffered the effects of rationalist and even positiv-
ist political philosophies, even though it maintained a deistic inspiration 
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in the Declaration of Independence and a widespread religious tradition 
among the people (a thing which, aside from anti-clericalism by a reac-
tion connected with historic facts, was not lacking in France)”.27 Moreover, 
Sturzo’s attitude with respect to the United States hardened further in 
the context of the debate over the ratification of the Paris peace treaty, 
which he strenuously opposed because he considered the Allies’ proposal 
excessively punitive and insensitive to Italy’s internal political dynamics. 
In an article published in the American edition of the People and Freedom 
news bulletin on 23 April 1948, Sturzo thus wrote that, “If the Americans, 
who have waited anxiously for the anti-Communist victory of the Chris-
tian Democrats in the elections of 18 April, will reflect on their actions, 
they will have to take the initiative of revising the military and economic 
clauses of the peace treaty, in order to free Italy from the shackles of inter-
national servitude … For, our country will never truly be free from the risk 
of Bolshevik takeover as long as it remains under US domination”.28 

The comparison between these passages and those written while Stur-
zo was actually in the United States offers a means of isolating the specific 
effect of the experience of exile on his views with respect to that country. It 
shows that Sturzo’s views on America were most appreciative during the 
period in which he was in exile there, whereas they tended to be far more 
ambivalent – if not explicitly critical – both before and after his stay in the 
United States. This suggests that the experience of exile had a profound 
impact on Sturzo’s political attitude with respect to the United States, lay-
ing the conditions for his positive embrace of “Atlanticism” as one of the 
core features of Italian Christian Democracy’s political outlook in the af-
termath of the Second World War. At the same time, the fact that Sturzo 
later tempered – and to some extent even reversed – his political evalua-
tion of the United States in the period after his return to Italy shows that 
the effect of exile on his political views was at its strongest during the pe-
riod of exile itself, and later reabsorbed into Sturzo’s complex and shifting 
engagement with the evolving political circumstances. Thus, even though 
the analysis above shows that exile had an important impact on Sturzo’s 
political views, it would be an overstatement to reduce his complex views 
– even just on the topic of the United States – to it alone. Exile was a factor 
amongst a multitude of others in shaping the thought of as complex and 
context-bound a thinker as Sturzo. 
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Jacques Maritain’s reflections on America

Born in Paris, France only eleven years after Luigi Sturzo, and original-
ly raised in a Protestant milieu, but converted to Catholicism in 1906, 
Jacques Maritain is widely regarded as one of the most prominent Cath-
olic intellectuals of the twentieth century.29 As a young political activist, 
he had initially been associated with the nationalist anti-modernism of 
Charles Maurras’s Action Française, which he however immediately repu-
diated after the papal condemnation of 1926.30 Maritain’s political views 
then increasingly moved towards a greater acceptance of modern demo-
cratic principles, starting with his 1936 book Integral Humanism and cul-
minating with his wartime pamphlets on Christianity and Democracy and 
Human Rights and Natural Law – which are widely regarded as “pioneer-
ing works” of the post-war Christian Democratic intellectual and political 
tradition.31 

To be sure, to associate Maritain with the Christian Democratic polit-
ical movement as such is not unproblematic, since he never took up for-
mal membership in a Christian Democratic political party, and towards 
the end of his life also advanced a rather stern judgment on the latter’s 
achievements, contending that “the political parties that are called ‘Chris-
tian’ (which are in reality little more than combinations of electoral inter-
ests)” played an active role in the “frustration of the hopes for the realisa-
tion of a truly Christian politics”.32 In this respect, however, it is also worth 
noting that, in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, Maritain 
had been closely connected and highly appreciative of the creation of the 
French Mouvement Républicain Populaire, arguing for instance as French 
Ambassador to the Vatican that “the fact that there is now in France a po-
litical party – alongside other parties – which is the manifestation of civic 
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and social forces which had previously not found expression in French po-
litical life, seems to me of considerable historical importance”.33 

Moreover, in light of the unparalleled intellectual influence exercised 
by Maritain’s thought on the political orientations of many of the leading 
figures in the post-war European Christian Democratic political move-
ment – from Alcide De Gasperi, Giuseppe Dossetti and Giorgio La Pira in It-
aly, to Robert Schuman, Pierre-Henri Teitgen and Étienne Borne in France, 
up to (albeit to a lesser degree) Konrad Adenauer in Germany and Jean 
Duvieusart in Belgium – it seems justified to treat Maritain as an integral 
component of the Christian Democratic political tradition.34 To this effect, 
Piero Viotto has written that, although Maritain was not “the philosopher 
of any Christian Democratic party”, he was nonetheless “the Christian phi-
losopher of democracy” for most European Christian Democratic leaders. 
Viotto cites as evidence a telegram written by the organisers of the 1947 
Montevideo conference that led to the creation of the Christian Democrat-
ic Organization of the Americas, in which Maritain was explicitly saluted 
as “our teacher” and his Integral Humanism identified as the “ideal solu-
tion to our social and economic problems” – to which Maritain apparently 
responded by saying he was “proud that my book has received historical 
consecration in this act of political foundation”.35 

At the time of the outbreak of the Second World War, Maritain was al-
ready a prominent academic in the United States. He was in fact on visit 
there for a lecture tour when France capitulated to Nazi Germany in June 
1940. Upon a recommendation from the French Ministry of Cultural Rela-
tions, and because Maritain’s wife Raïssa had a Jewish heritage, he decid-
ed to remain in the United States for the duration of the war. Almost imme-
diately, he assumed a central role in this country’s academic and cultural 
life, taking up teaching positions at both Columbia University and Prince-
ton between 1940 and 1942, and contributing to the foundation of the 
École Libre des Hautes Études, a university-in-exile for French academics, 
housed at the New School for Social Research in 1942. 

At the same time, Maritain continued and even escalated an already 
intense intellectual and political activity in his home country, France. 
As soon as the United States entered the war, he began a regular radio 
broadcast criticising the Vichy regime and broadly supporting Charles de 
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Gaulle’s government-in-exile. By 1942, the broadcast’s resonance was so 
great that Maritain was invited by De Gaulle to join the National Commit-
tee for a Free France – an offer he ultimately turned down on the grounds 
that he had more to offer the cause of Liberation by continuing in his role 
as teacher and broadcaster.36 Raymond Dennehy even reports that “minia-
ture editions of Christianisme et Démocratie were dropped by British Roy-
al Air Force planes over occupied France in 1944”.37 

After the end of the war, Maritain briefly served as French Ambassador 
to the Vatican between 1945 and 1948. He then returned to the United 
States to take up a position as Professor of Philosophy at Princeton Uni-
versity between 1948 and 1952, later remaining at the same university as 
an Emeritus Professor until 1960. The effect of this experience of volun-
tary exile on Maritain’s thought and writings was even more marked than 
on Sturzo – with whom he entertained a regular correspondence before, 
during and after their time in exile.38

The United States are barely mentioned in any of Maritain’s writings 
prior to 1940. It therefore seems safe to assume that he took this country 
to fall within the purview of his early – although increasingly nuanced – 
critique of modern “liberalism” and “democratism”. In his 1922 pamphlet 
entitled Antimoderne, for instance, Maritain had written that, “Since the 
end of the Middle Ages, modern history has been little more than the his-
tory of the agony and impending death of Christianity […]. Man has pro-
gressively isolated himself from the supernatural life and become deaf to 
the revealed teachings, folding back on himself as all-powerful being and 
worshipping himself as if he were the author of truth”.39 A more or less 
explicit link between this overarching condemnation of modernity and 
America’s growing cultural dominance is later established in the same text, 
when Maritain writes that: “One of the causes which have most severely 
weakened modern Catholics, aiding and abetting the spread of liberalism, 
Americanism and modernism, has been the infiltration in their souls of 
the masonic dogmas of necessary progress and humanitarian optimism: 
sentimental pseudo-ideas which answer the secret desire to put the indi-
vidual before God and have no equal in clouding man’s judgment”.40 
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Although Maritain’s views on the moral and spiritual standing of mo-
dernity had already significantly evolved by the time he published Human-
isme Intégral in 1936, his opinion of actually existing political regimes re-
mained profoundly critical, as is evidenced by the following passage from 
this text: 

The world that has issued from the Renaissance and the Reformation has 
been ravaged by powerful and monstrous energies, in which error and 
truth are tightly intermixed and feed off one another … It belongs to the 
lovers of wisdom to try to purify these abnormal and destructive produc-
tions, extracting and preserving the truths they contain and pervert.41 

Following his move to the United States in 1940 we observe a marked 
shift in Maritain’s evaluation of the moral, political, and spiritual standing 
of modernity, and of its modern democratic political form. Already in his 
1943 pamphlet on Christianity and Democracy, for instance, he wrote that: 
“The very name democracy has a different ring in America and in Europe … 
In America, where, despite the influence wielded by the great economic 
interests, democracy has penetrated more profoundly into existence, and 
where it has never lost sight of its Christian origin, the name conjures a 
living instinct stronger than the errors of the spirit that prey upon it in 
Europe, where it conjures an idea scoffed at by reality and whose souls has 
been devoured by these same errors”.42 

Later, in his 1951 treatise on Man and the State, he also added that: “A 
European who comes to America is struck by the fact that the expression 
‘separation of Church and State’ does not have the same meaning here and 
in Europe. In Europe it means, or it meant, that complete isolation which 
derives from century-old misunderstandings and struggles, and which has 
produced most unfortunate results. Here it means, as a matter of fact, to-
gether with a refusal to grant any privilege to one religious denomination, 
a distinction between the State and the Churches which is compatible with 
good feeling and mutual cooperation … That’s an historical treasure, the 
value of which a European is perhaps more prepared to appreciate, be-
cause of his own bitter experiences”.43 
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The text in which Maritain reflects most directly on the effect that the 
experience of exile had on his own intellectual development is, however, 
his 1958 volume Reflections on America – which, as Maritain himself con-
cedes in the first chapter, is “in essence a statement of why I love America, 
that America which I have known and loved for almost a quarter of a cen-
tury”.44 The overarching point he makes in this book is that there exists a 
“mysterious affinity, a strange and deep-rooted congeniality” between the 
moral and political ideals Maritain had developed in his previous writ-
ings and what he refers to as the “promise of America”.45 Given the pivotal 
role Maritain’s ideas had in establishing the intellectual coordinates of the 
post-war European Christian Democratic political project, this is another 
way of saying that Maritain came to see in the United States a practical 
approximation – or at least a “promise” – of what a realised Christian De-
mocracy would actually look like.

The various elements of “affinity” between the two which Maritain 
points to in his Reflections on America can be grouped in three broad cat-
egories. The first concerns the nature of American political society and its 
relationship to the state, with respect to which he writes, 

There is in this country a swarming multiplicity of particular communi-
ties – self-organised groupings, associations, unions, sodalities, vocational 
or religious brotherhoods, in which men join forces with one another at 
the elementary level of their everyday concerns and interests … Such basic 
organic multiplicity, with the tensions involved and sometimes a kind of 
puzzling diversity which resembles a medieval feature … is in my opinion 
a particularly favourable condition for the sound development of democra-
cy … The American mind still does not like the look of the very notion of the 
state. It feels more comfortable with the notion of community.46 

The second element of “affinity” between Maritain’s ideal of a society 
inspired by Christian values and American democracy concerns the so-
cio-economic domain. In this respect, Maritain suggests that the United 
States are the site of an attempt to overcome the standard opposition be-
tween capitalism and socialism, by tracing a “third way” which preserves 
the sacred value of private property while at the same time ensuring dig-
nified living conditions for all of society’s members. To this effect, for in-
stance, he writes that: 
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This country has discovered the direction in which a new regime, both be-
yond capitalism and beyond socialism will gradually take form – a regime 
which it does not seem inappropriate to describe, as I did in my book, as 
personnaliste et communautaire; that is, personalist and community-ori-
ented at the same time.47 

Finally, perhaps the most important element of “affinity” Maritain finds 
between his ideal of a society inspired by Christian values and American 
democracy concerns the way of structuring the relations between politics 
and religion. In this respect, he begins by noting, “The United States is in-
deed a ‘secular’ state so far as any one denomination is concerned. But it is 
at the same time a ‘religious’ commonwealth as concerns the general be-
lief in the necessity of a truly religious basis of citizenship”.48 On this basis, 
Maritain suggests that this is a country in which “religious inspiration is 
at work in the temporal consciousness … as a projection of religious belief 
into the secular order”.49 This, in turn, leads him to the striking conclusion 
that: 

From this point of view, we may believe that if a new Christian civilisation, 
a new Christendom is ever to come about in human history, it is on Ameri-
can soil that it will find its starting point … Then, the Atlantic Ocean would 
become the great inner lake of western civilisation, as the Mediterranean 
sea was for classical civilisation.50

Not unlike Marx – who famously prophesied that a communist revolution 
would take place in England first, since he took the latter to be the most 
advanced capitalist economy of the time – Maritain therefore does not shy 
away from identifying the United States as a privileged site for the realisa-
tion of his Christian Democratic political ideal. In retrospect, this may also 
help to alert us to the fact that – like Sturzo’s – Maritain’s views on America 
were articulated from a very particular point of observation, which cannot 
be separated from the Cold War context in which they were formulated. 
But what is at stake here is not the empirical accuracy of their respective 
views on this country, as much as the cultural and political significance of 
the fact that they came to articulate such views at all. At a minimum, this 
teaches us something about the role that the experience of exile had on the 
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development of their thought. More broadly, it also gives a glimpse into the 
role that a largely mythical reconstruction of the way in which the relations 
between politics and religion are organised in the United States played in 
the historical elaboration of the Christian Democratic political ideal.

Sturzo’s and Maritain’s reciprocal influence 
during their time in America

A final issue that is also worth considering is the extent to which the per-
sonal relationship of friendship and collaboration that existed between 
Sturzo and Maritain during their years in America contributed to their re-
spective re-valuations of this country’s normative standing in light of their 
experience of exile there. This can help further isolate the latter’s effect on 
the development of their political views from other concurrent influences 
that were also at work on them at the time. 

The relationship between Sturzo and Maritain can be divided in two 
distinct periods. Up to the late 1920s and early 1930s they occupied al-
most diametrically opposed positions within the overarching ideological 
struggle that divided the Catholic world, with Sturzo pushing for greater 
acceptance of modern liberal and democratic principles, and Maritain ex-
pressing far more anti-modern – if not outright reactionary – positions. 
While there is no record of Maritain’s views on Sturzo’s work or political 
action at this time, the latter formulated some rather stern judgments on 
the former, in particular in connection with his adhesion to Maurras’s Ac-
tion Française. In a 1929 letter to his brother, for instance, Sturzo wrote 
that, “with the condemnation of the Action Française, Maritain’s star 
seems to be setting … What a mélange of philosophy, politics and art! But, 
after all, this it is how it is always been amongst French reactionaries more 
than anywhere else”.51

Beginning in the mid-1930s their political views began to converge, 
first of all over the Spanish Civil War, which they both opposed and whose 
religious significance they both rejected, and then in their common oppo-
sition to the fascist and national-socialist regimes in Italy and Germany. 
Although there is no record of this, it is probable they met for the first time 
in London between 1937 and 1938, where they were both involved in the 
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activities of a Catholic committee “for civil and religious peace in Spain”.52 
The correspondence between them begins in 1939 and already clearly 
manifests a certain degree of familiarity and reciprocal appreciation. 

Upon arriving in the United States, Sturzo solicited Maritain’s help in 
having some of his works published in English and also asked for his en-
dorsement of the New York chapter of the People and Freedom group that 
Sturzo immediately set about establishing; both of these requests were 
promptly granted.53 There followed an assiduous and at times even im-
passioned correspondence, during which Sturzo and Maritain exchanged 
views on a wide variety of topics, ranging from the nature of fascism, to 
the conditions of international peace and the prospects for the realisation 
of a Christian conception of democracy.

During 1941-42 they also collaborated in drafting a “Manifesto of Euro-
pean Catholics sojourning in America”, which Sturzo was later to describe 
as “one of the most important expressions of Catholic thought during the 
war years”.54 The degree of reciprocal trust and admiration that developed 
between them out of these exchanges is clearly manifest in the homage 
Maritain wrote for Sturzo after his death in 1959, where he describes the 
Italian cleric and political activist as “one of the greatest historical figures 
of Christian Democracy”, later also adding that “in him, temporal activi-
ty and spiritual life were as perfectly distinct as they were harmoniously 
united, in love and service of Christ”.55 

What is most striking, however, about Sturzo and Maritain’s correspon-
dence during their years of exile in the United States (at least for our pres-
ent purposes) is that it contains almost no reference to their host country. 
Apart from purely practical or logistical matters, the United States is only 
mentioned in passing, as one of the main strategic players in the context 
of the ongoing world conflict. But there is no sustained reflection on the 
nature and historical significance of this polity – whereas, as we have seen, 
this is something about which both Sturzo and Maritain were thinking 
rather extensively, in other contexts, at the time. It therefore appears that 
the normative re-valuation of the historical standing of the United States 
is something that Sturzo and Maritain elaborated separately, rather than 
jointly, during their time in exile there. 
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Conclusion

Analysing Sturzo and Maritain’s relationship further confirms the main 
thesis I have sought to advance throughout this chapter: namely, that it 
is possible to isolate a specific effect of the experience of exile itself from 
the other concurrent historical and personal influences on Sturzo and 
Maritain’s respective revaluations of the normative standing of their host 
country. This revaluation in turn helped to lay the conceptual foundations 
for Christian Democracy’s profoundly revised attitude with respect to the 
United States as of the beginning of the Second World War. 



Josef Maria Trias Peitx’ French-issued Carte de circulation temporaire dated  
9 December 1939.
[Document in the possession of the CRAI Bibliotheca Pavelló de la República, Univer-
sity of Barcelona, FP(Trias)2(1)a1(22), and reproduced with its permission]



SECTION II

EXILES FROM SPAIN IN WESTERN 
EUROPE AND THE AMERICAS 
1937-1975





4
EXILE AND CATHOLIC POLITICS IN SPAIN
National Reconciliation, Europeanisation 
and the Contested Christian Democratic 
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Christopher Stroot

Spain is often seen as an outlier to Europe, and the common narratives 
of twentieth-century Christian Democracy are no exception. The success 
of European Christian Democracy in Western Europe after the Second 
World War plainly contrasts with the “national Catholic” dictatorship of 
Francisco Franco. Although late in arriving to the Iberian periphery, mass 
Catholic politics came of age in the interwar Second Republic (1931-36) 
with the Confederación Española de Derechas Autónomas (CEDA), found-
ed in response to vehemently anticlerical policies. Many of its founders 
were not Christian Democrats per se, but rather what Juan Linz has called 
“semi-loyal” to the Republic, elevating confessional interests above those 
of democracy.1 After the fall of the Republic and the Civil War (1936-39), 
many of them became Christian Democrats, however, endorsing democ-
ratisation and Europeanisation in opposition to Franco and coordinating 
domestic and international efforts leading to the fourth Conference of the 
European Movement in Munich (1962), and in the 1970s, the Transition 
itself. 

Experiences of exile were crucial to this movement of Spanish Catho-
lic politics away from “semi-loyalty” towards an authentic Christian Dem-
ocratic movement. Nowhere is this shift more evident than in the two 
most prominent figures of the CEDA – José María Gil Robles and Manuel 
Giménez Fernández – who founded the principal parties of the Christian 
Democratic “right” and “left”: Democracia Social Cristiana (DSC) and Iz-
quierda Democrática Cristiana (IDC). With nearly two decades in France 
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and Portugal, Gil Robles, a legal scholar-turned-leader of the CEDA, had a 
more traditional exile, permitting him a more public role as a protagonist 
of the anti-Francoist opposition. Giménez, an academic-turned-agricultur-
al minister, was restricted to internal exile; deprived of career and pass-
port, he offered the intellectual inspiration for a more full-throated form 
of Christian Democracy. Both men mobilised significant domestic and in-
ternational support around their efforts to unite the anti-Francoist demo-
cratic opposition and consolidate Spanish Christian Democracy. 

The contours of this history follow three periods. In the aftermath of 
the Civil War (1939-50), the experience of exile helped to cure the parti-
san hatreds between leaders of the interwar Catholic right and anti-Com-
munist left, culminating in the Treaty of St-Jean-de-Luz (1948) – a plat-
form for the anti-Francoist opposition and manifesto for the restoration 
of democracy in Spain. From the ambiguities of monarchical restoration, 
based on the oppositional politics of the interwar Catholic right, Gil Robles 
increasingly adopted an anti-totalitarian language rooted in Christian hu-
man rights – a shift prompted in part by Giménez, whose vision of a “Cath-
olic modernism” rooted in a Maritain-inspired Christian Democracy was 
fruit of his internal exile. The path towards Europe ending in the fourth 
Congress of the European Movement in Munich (1956-62), promised, in 
the words of Salvador de Madariaga, an “end to the Civil War” – the prom-
ise of a positive ideology, based on democratic principles and grounded 
in the European idea that would unite the anti-Francoist opposition. With 
the foundation of pro-European organisations like the Association for Eu-
ropean Cooperation (AECE), incorporating followers of Gil Robles and of 
Giménez, Spanish Christian Democracy reached the point of greatest pop-
ular influence and maximal possibility for consolidation. 

The Congress in Munich exposed the Spanish public to the existence of 
an authentic, Christian Democratic opposition; however, the subsequent 
Francoist repression and exile also aggravated internal and external ten-
sions – some pre-existing, others new – which, in the period 1962-1976 
led to the failure of consolidation. Within the DSC and IDC, the tensions 
were ideological and generational, mirroring not simply the particularities 
of Francoist Spain – the debate over the form of state – but also tenden-
cies common to postwar European Catholicism, like the division between 
older, social Catholic and younger, Marxist-leaning supporters. Externally, 
these two parties formed a united front in European Christian Democratic 
organisations, seeking a unified Spanish representation against the resis-
tance of older, exiled regionalist formations in Catalonia and the Basque 
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Country – a conflict rooted in the interwar experience. Spanish Christian 
Democracy did not endorse a common agenda that would have facilitated 
its political union; in the end, however, the ideas inspired by this plural 
and democratic “Catholic modernism” permeated post-Francoist demo- 
cracy.

A contested narrative

The historiography on the exiled anti-Francoist politicians of the interwar 
CEDA is rather undeveloped – a consequence, I would argue, of the heat-
ed, ideologically oriented debate over the formation’s role in the interwar 
Republic, the Civil War, and the rise of Franco. In the narrative of the Left, 
historians characterise the CEDA as anti-democratic, seeking the rise of 
authoritarianism and fascism.2 In the narrative of the Right, historians 
blame the Left for the failures of the CEDA and the fall of the Republic.3 
Looking through the lens of Spanish Catholicism, Mary Vincent argues 
that Catholic republican options, initially strong, were progressively mar-
ginalised as the Republic became polarised.4 In response to anti-clerical 
legislation, the emergence of a nominally confessional mass party like the 
CEDA increasingly made anti-Republicanism the only legitimate option for 
Spanish Catholics. Other historians note how Catholic extremism gained 
terrain after the unsuccessful revolutions in Asturias and Catalonia in 
October 1934, with organisations like the youth wing of the CEDA mov-
ing toward fascism.5 Moderates like Giménez Fernández were sidelined, 
whereas some like Gil Robles became demagogic and authoritarian. The 
rise of Franco was supported by many adherents of the former CEDA, who 
in the words of Julian Casanova were “decisive in the institutionalisation 
of the New State”.6
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The CEDA was ultimately a coalition of various parties, oriented around 
traditional monarchist, authoritarian and proto-Christian Democratic ele-
ments. Giménez understood the party as an “anti-party”, but he nonethe-
less counted himself, his colleague Gil Robles and thirty others among its 
“progressive” wing who sought to transform the CEDA into a party which 
endorsed democratic institutions and reforms centred on Catholic social 
theory.7 The heterogeneity of the CEDA inhibited this development under 
the interwar Republic. However, divested of many of these internal contra-
dictions, and brought together by the experiences of a multifaceted “per-
meable exile” – internal as well as external, with a presence in domestic, 
European and international Christian Democrat forums – they evolved to-
wards a liberal, pluralist conception of the Spanish state and society, in co-
operation with other exiled and domestic anti-Francoist forces with which 
they had been at odds in the interwar Republic.

Not to be understated are the theological shifts which fundamentally 
underwrote how these political actors understood the role of religion in 
their society. James Chappel writes in the pan-European context on how 
and why Catholics departed from the rejection of modernity characteristic 
of nineteenth-century ultramontanism and started conceiving of different 
forms of Catholic modernism.8 Yet, even among its own historians, Spain is 
excluded from normative narratives of “European modernisation”.9 From 
the Reformation-era Black Legend to twentieth-century Francoist “nation-
al Catholicism”, Spanish Catholicism appears anachronistic, immune to the 
segni dei tempi. To shift from an institutional focus towards actors outside 
the formal hierarchy, as Chappel does for Europe at large, illuminates how 
different forms of Catholic modernism arrived in Spain from elsewhere in 
the Continent. The emergence of the interwar mass Catholic CEDA, and 
the debate over corporatist ideas among Catholics under the Republic, are 
undoubtedly evidence of the reception of the transnational intellectual ex-
change through which Catholic modernism arose. 

Yet, importantly, this evolution did not end with Francoist “national Ca-
tholicism”. The Church was far from monolithic, and never represented 
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the totality of Spanish Catholicism.10 In the shift from an anti-democratic 
to an anti-totalitarian Catholic politics that Chappel broadly posits, I argue 
that these exiled politicians of the interwar CEDA conceived of a different 
form of Catholic modernism from their earliest opposition to Franco on-
wards. Their anti-totalitarian opposition, couched in religious terms, was 
doubly important because no dictatorship in Europe was more associated 
with the banner of religion that that of Franco. Their reliance upon a per-
sonalist rhetoric asserting individual rights against totalitarian monopoly 
was, as Samuel Moyn argues, part of the shift from authoritarianism to hu-
man rights present in the postwar European Church and one of its leading 
figures, Jacques Maritain.11 In contesting Francoist “national Catholicism” 
they were contesting the character of an anti-democratic Spanish Church, 
centred on neo-Thomist ideals of order and authority, which they had de-
fended. While the nature of their “permeable exile” aided extensive coop-
eration with other anti-Francoist formations inside and outside of Spain, 
the raison d’être of this cooperation was theological as well, nourished by 
the notion of “integral humanism” voiced none other than by Maritain, 
sketching out how those forces with different intellectual positions could 
cooperate towards shared practical goals.12 The divisions which led to the 
fall of the interwar Republic were overcome by a new form of Catholic 
modernism which endorsed democratic pluralism as the answer to Fran-
coist authoritarianism.

From anti-democratic to anti-totalitarian

For those exiled politicians of the interwar CEDA like Gil Robles who ini-
tially supported the coup d’état of Francisco Franco, the experience of 
exile precipitated an important shift from an anti-democratic to an an-
ti-totalitarian Catholic movement. Installed in Estoril in Portugal, Gil Ro-
bles lamented to his former deputy Geminiano Carrascal how “so much 
precious blood was not shed for this” – the totalitarian character of the 
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regime, and the Francoist cult of personality.13 In fleeing from Spain, Gil 
Robles collaborated with other exiled anti-Francoist liberals and leftists, 
overcoming the intense political rivalries that had led to the failure of the 
interwar Republic. Much of his success was due to the intervention of his 
counterpart Giménez, well regarded among exiles and domestic oppo-
nents of Franco alike. 

This shift, however, exposed conflicts within the broadly-construed 
Catholic Right as to the nature of Christian Democracy – the form of the 
state, the acceptance of liberal democracy, the status of basic human and 
civil rights and the degree of cooperation with other forces of the an-
ti-Francoist opposition. The tensions over the form of the state and its 
ideological character were rooted in the history of the interwar Catholic 
Right – a coalition founded in opposition to the anti-clericalism of the in-
terwar Republic, but which struggled to define itself beyond those terms. 

In the case of interwar Spain, the issue of form centred on a negative, 
oppositional versus positive, reformist ideology. Giménez thus referred to 
the ideologically and generationally diverse CEDA as an “anti-party” – the 
“negation of the negation” – founded on a lowest common denominator of 
confessional defence. In seeking the restoration of the constitutional mon-
archy (1876-1930), Gil Robles sought an intentionally ambiguous position 
– a “double policy”, similar to that of the CEDA, which was anti-Francoist, 
anti-Communist, and counterrevolutionary at the same time – to mobil-
ise conservatives.14 Many of these elements opposed negotiation with the 
exiled democratic Left – a legacy of the partisan Republic and bloody Civil 
War. The internally exiled Giménez, however, saw the younger core of the 
interwar CEDA – proponents of positive reforms oriented towards what 
they called the social question – as critical to anti-Francoist mobilisation 
and national reconciliation.15 To Gil Robles, he worried how those monar-
chists “hated social doctrines that I profess” and would be manipulated by 
Franco.16 While personally republican, Giménez sought a popular plebi-
scite to determine the form of the state. Substance was greater than form, 
as he argued to Gil Robles: “the ruin would not be in an accidental thing 
like a political regime, but the invisibility [virtualidad] of Catholic social 
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doctrine”. The form of state was not fundamental, but its actions were im-
portant.17 

Opposition to Franco was not enough; rather, the experience of exile 
propelled interwar Catholic political culture away from the ambiguities 
of monarchist restoration towards one linking anti-totalitarianism with a 
common project acceptable to all sectors of the exiled and domestic anti- 
Francoist democratic opposition. As elsewhere in Western Europe after 
1945, the old formula of interwar political Catholicism was discredited 
in post-Civil War Spain.18 Social reform was one pillar of this new strat-
egy. For some, the Allied victory augured a quick end to the regime, yet 
Giménez and Gil Robles worried about what they saw as the proletarian-
isation of postwar Spain, intensified by international isolation, econom-
ic depression, staggering social inequalities and statist tendencies.19 The 
Francoist minister-turned-monarchist dissident Sainz Rodríguez argued 
for a “progressive” social base rooted in Catholic principles and a “right-
ist” political base that enshrined both individual and corporate forms of 
representation as well as public and private liberties, providing a “trans-
actional formula of convivencia [co-existence]”.20 

Another pillar of this strategy was linking anti-totalitarian opposition 
to Franco with the adoption of a distinctly Catholic idiom of human and 
civil rights. Pope Pius XI emphasised, starting with the anti-Nazi encyclical 
Mit brennender Sorge (1937), the hostility of all forms of totalitarianism 
towards religion, defending divine and human rights articulated in “Chris-
tian teaching”. In Francoist Spain, governed according to “national Catho-
lic” ideology, this effort furthermore contested the monopoly on religious 
identity. In citing the 1944 Christmas address of Pius  XII, the followers 
of Gil Robles publicly petitioned Franco for the restoration of liberties of 
press, association and political organisation. At the same time, Gil Robles 
argued to the monarch-in-exile that his restoration depended on guaran-
tees of “essential rights of the human person” and a truly “plural vote”.21 
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The Francoist general Antonio Aranda, an important link between Gil Ro-
bles and the domestic leftist opposition, argued that this new “democratic 
and social” idiom would attract the masses.22 A rhetoric of human rights 
and the dignity of the person was attractive to the diverse following of 
Gil Robles and Giménez on the Left and Right alike. For conservatives, it 
reinforced anti-Communist attitudes and reasserted traditional values, 
whereas for progressives it appealed to social justice and national recon-
ciliation.23

The experience of exile diminished historic hatreds between the in-
terwar leaders of the anti-Francoist Catholic Right and anti-Communist 
Left. The initial reunions of Gil Robles and Socialist Indalecio Prieto were 
facilitated by intermediaries like Sainz Rodríguez, exiled cedista deputy 
Félix Vejarano and Catholic layman Francisco Herrera starting in the fall 
of 1945. In contrast to the interwar Republican experience, the exiled So-
cialists, Republicans and even anarcho-syndicalists enshrined religious 
freedom, balanced their support for civil rights and freedoms with respect 
for public order, and heartily endorsed the social Catholic programme in-
spired by Giménez Fernández and echoed by Gil Robles.24 Across the polit-
ical spectrum, the exiled opposition increasingly agreed upon the criteria 
of social reform and political liberties, impossible under the hyper-parti-
san Republic.

The legacy of the interwar democratic experiment complicated negoti-
ations over the form of the state. From the autumn of 1946 onwards, Prie-
to and Gil Robles initiated meetings in London and later Paris, agreeing on 
all major points except on the provisional state. This historically charged 
dispute was more about form than substance: Gil Robles argued that a 
constitutional monarchy would “placate [tranquilizar]” conservatives who 
had supported the coup d’état, whereas Prieto insisted on the legitimacy 
of the interwar Republic as successor.25 This debate was also symbolic of 
divisions within the anti-Francoist factions. A sign of dire circumstances, 
those Socialists within Spain and even the anarchist National Worker’s 
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Confederation (NWT) tacitly accepted the monarchy as a pathway to de-
mocracy, whereas the exiled Socialists – marked by the traumas of civil 
war and forced exile – fought for interim democratic rule and a later pop-
ular plebiscite.26 The conflict within the anti-Francoist Catholic Right was 
also palpable. Anything less than monarchist restoration, Sainz Rodríguez 
worried, would split the conservative opposition – some of whom opposed 
negotiations – into two “bands”.27 Although the form of the state was left 
ambiguous, the substance was clearly plural and democratic in nature.

A product of the exile experience, the 1948 Treaty of St-Jean-de-Luz 
looked towards Europe in providing a coherent platform for anti-Fran-
coist coordination and eventual democratic restoration. The negotiations 
elevated international recognition of the anti-Francoist democratic op-
position, bringing together British Labour minister Ernest Bevin, French 
Mouvement Républican Populaire (MRP) leader Georges Bidault and Bel-
gian Socialist politician Paul-Henri Spaak.28 Prieto sought the attendance 
of Gil Robles at the Congress of Europe in May 1948. Invited by Winston 
Churchill, he was ultimately unable to attend. Arguably, the congress, 
which focused on advancing European integration, would have provided 
a “tribunal of exceptional resonance” for the Francoist opposition.29 Gil 
Robles also networked within the new transnational, postwar European 
framework.30 Instrumental in coordinating earlier negotiations, the exiled 
liberal intellectual Salvador de Madariaga underlined the anti-Francoist 
“common labour”, bound to the European project, which could capture 
conservatives and the moderate Left, bridging the ideological conflicts of 
the interwar Republic.31

Theological changes and the “Segni dei tempi”

The practically minded ambiguity of Gil Robles, as leader of the interwar 
CEDA and then de facto representative of anti-Francoist monarchism, con-
trasted with the forcefulness of Giménez’s social Catholic politics. Yet, he 
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included himself and Gil Robles among a minority of younger cedistas who 
sought Catholic integration into republican institutions – a Spanish rallie-
ment after the model of French Catholics adhering to the Third Republic 
– and an end to the confessional “tower”, the metaphor used to describe 
the German Catholic Right’s religious exclusivity, which placed Church in-
terests above those of democracy.32 This vision was rooted in an under-
standing of Christian Democracy that responded to the social question, 
evinced in Giménez’s devotion to Catholic intellectuals like Jacques Marit-
ain critical to aggiornamento (updating) in the spirit of the Second Vatican 
Council. Overall, Giménez popularised a new form of Catholic modernism, 
tailored to the circumstances of Spain, among successors to the interwar 
CEDA. 

Maritain was an essential figure for both Giménez and Gil Robles, be-
cause his evolution as a neo-Thomist thinker mirrored their own shift 
from anti-democratic to Christian Democratic. In his prior support of Ac-
tion française leader Charles Maurras, Maritain had an integralist past, in 
which his suspicion towards modern liberal democracy was more evident. 
The interwar Maritain struggled with the issue of pluralism in modern 
political life, threatening social and particularly religious unity.33 In 1928, 
Gil Robles presented on Maritain’s notions of the political and the spiritu-
al in Primauté du spirituel (1927), in which Maritain had argued that, in 
exceptional circumstances, Catholics could unite with other aconfessional 
forces in favour of the “common good”, guided by religion and morals.34 
Trumpeted by Gil Robles, this precept would guide the political behaviour 
of the interwar CEDA. Both members of the National Council of Catholic 
Action, Giménez and Gil Robles invited the celebrated French thinker to 
the summer schools of Santander in 1934 and 1936; the latter, where was 
due to present on his “integral humanism”, was cancelled due to the Civ-
il War.35 Thirty years later, Gil Robles praised in his memoirs how Mar-
itain defined with his work a “real Christian political society”; however, 
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Giménez was the first to openly identify with the views of Maritain that 
became central to Vatican II.36

In internal exile, Giménez found greater intellectual resonance in fram-
ing a distinctly Spanish vision of Christian Democracy. Far from endorsing 
the Francoist “crusade” [cruzada], he opposed the coup d’état, deploring 
the killing of Catholics by Catholics and the Church’s entry into secular 
politics. Giménez firmly rejected “national Catholicism” – the mobilising 
ideology of Francoism – writing that the latest works of Pius XII proved 
that “Sturzo and Maritain were right, Eijo y Garay [Bishop of Madrid, ally 
of Franco] wrong”.37 In anonymously publishing his Pontifical Doctrine 
against Contemporary Heterodoxy (1944), Giménez highlighted the distor-
tions in religious thought that produced Francoism, focusing on the role 
of Catholic integralism and the cosy relationship between ecclesiastical 
and civil power.38 While accentuating the errors of liberalism, laissez-faire 
capitalism and unrestrained democracy, tracing a path from secularism 
and the French Revolution to totalitarianism, he outlines the compatibility 
of the Spanish philosophical tradition with democracy, starting with the 
work of the sixteenth-century School of Salamanca onwards. Concretely, 
the programme which Giménez sketched out to later-Francoist Minister 
(1951-55) Ruiz Giménez sketched out both political and socioeconomic 
goals: democratic freedoms and institutions, separation of Church and 
State and administrative decentralisation; but also public works projects, 
a universal minimum wage, agricultural reform, progressive taxation and 
free primary education.39 His idea of a new Christian social order clearly 
relied on Maritain’s integral humanism. As in Latin America, Maritain was 
translated through local intellectual, cultural and political traditions.40 
In referring to an “authentic Hispanic Christian Democracy” in corre-
spondence with Venezuelan Christian Democracy’s leader Rafael Calde-
ra, Giménez Fernandez saw himself as one of Maritain’s interpreters in 
Spain.41
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For many exiled Catholic and even republican personalities, Giménez 
was the more authentic representative of Christian Democracy. A frequent 
correspondent with Maritain and Sturzo, the exiled Spanish political phi-
losopher Alfredo Mendizábal endorsed Giménez to lead “an authentic 
movement of Christian inspiration”, contrasted with Gil Robles’s “author-
itarian and anti-democratic past”.42 Giménez’s social reformist ideals and 
profession of personal republicanism earned him the respect of exiled re-
publicans and Socialists, and his friendship with exiled regionalist leaders 
like the Basque Manuel de Irujo opened up collaboration with regionalist 
parties such as the PNV. To the chagrin of some of these exiles, however, 
Giménez continued to collaborate deeply with Gil Robles, lending legitima-
cy to his anti-Francoist efforts outside of Spain. The product of his internal 
exile, Giménez saw himself as an intellectual inspiration and vanguard, 
not only for Gil Robles and his followers but also for a newer generation. 

Europeanist trajectory and the road to Munich

The embrace of Europeanism provided a new means of mobilising a dispa-
rate and often conflicted anti-Francoist opposition around a positive, re-
form-oriented ideology. In providing an alternative outlet to still-prohibit-
ed democratic opposition to Franco inside of Spain, the idea of Europe was 
understood as an open, free, democratic, anti-Communist and ultimately 
Christian project around which the opposition could unite. Both domesti-
cally and internationally, the European project created sites of contesta-
tion against the Franco regime and for cooperation between allied forces. 

Founded initially in 1954, the AECE united followers of both Gil Robles 
and Giménez – a mix of older, former cedistas and younger members like 
Fernando Álvarez de Miranda and Iñigo Cavero, later to become protag-
onists in the democratic transition. For Giménez, this organisation was 
the legitimate democratic alternative to the “pseudo-Christian Democrats 
who intend to manoeuvre around in Strasbourg”, referring to Francoist at-
tempts to enter the European Economic Community (EEC).43 The AECE act-
ed in concert with leading proponents of European integration like Robert 
Schuman in organising conference series like the “Europeanist Days” in 
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Strasbourg (1960) or the 1st Spanish Europeanist Week in Mallorca (13 to 
18 September 1961).44 While seeking to represent the anti-Francoist op-
position outside of Spain, the AECE was perhaps more effective in its do-
mestic task of launching metropolitan seminars on European integration, 
supranational institutions, anti-Communism, federalism and the Catholic 
legacy – topics which, while touching upon democracy, were permitted 
within the confines of Francoist censorship. The level of coordination be-
tween the AECE and the European Movement (EM) for these conferences 
was substantial, with Robert Van Schendel, Secretary of the EM, bringing 
figures like Jean Monnet, the first Head of the High Authority of the Euro-
pean Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), to Spain.45 

The pro-European campaign underlined some of the limitations of 
linking European integration exclusively with Christian Democracy. Un-
der the direction of its president Madariaga, the Spanish Federal Council 
of the European Movement (SFCEM) secretary Enrique Gironella sought 
to limit the politicisation of seminars and conferences, restricting them 
to “Europeanist action and propaganda”.46 The AECE, portraying Europe 
and Christian Democracy as one and the same, sought to avoid framing 
the campaign as distinctly anti-Francoist. Socialists like Rodolfo Llopis 
saw the downplaying of a “democratic alternative” to that of “Europe and 
Spain” – a result of the Strasbourg conference (1960) of the EM, focused on 
the problem of Spain – as an attempt to “favour a monarchist and Catholic 
tendency”.47 Yet it was clear that both followers of Gil Robles and Giménez 
favoured a stronger democratic rhetoric, but were limited by political con-
ditions in Spain. Since the Francoist regime regularly intervened to cancel 
conferences and other activities, Van Schendel counselled AECE secretary 
Álvarez: “let us do Europeanism… that is one of the serious things in which 
we can work without disappointments”.48 

In seeking entry into European Christian Democratic circles, the AECE 
faced opposition from other Spanish regionalist parties – a product of 
unresolved tensions from the Republic and Civil War. The central role of 
Gil Robles, a polarising figure whose exile gave him renewed prominence 
in Europeanist circles, complicated the organisation’s efforts to join the 
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Christian Democratic Nouvelles Équipes Internationales (NEI) in 1961. 
The regionalist Catalan Democratic Union (CDU) and PNV both ques-
tioned the participation of the AECE, with the exiled Basque leader Xabier 
Landáburu characterising Gil Robles as “barely democratic” and referring 
to Giménez as the leader of Christian Democracy.49 The intervention of ex-
iles like the Basque Christian Democrat Manuel de Irujo or Socialist leader 
Llopis – acquaintances of Giménez – facilitated the eventual accession of 
the AECE into the NEI. The tensions between newer, national and older, 
regional Christian Democratic entities would remain problematic, as the 
efforts progressed towards a unified Spanish representation in European 
organisations. 

A product of his interwar past and internal exile, the reputation of 
Giménez was vital to not only the construction of Europeanist initiatives 
but also the coordination of exiled Spanish democratic forces. No less an 
Europeanist than Gil Robles, Giménez, thanks to his relationship with the 
Spanish and broader European Left, provided an important conduit for 
the embryonic Spanish Christian Democracy. The Belgian Socialist Spaak 
had invited him to the 1948 Congress at The Hague, and he was later 
asked by the socialist Gironella to join the SFCEM.50 Known for his will-
ingness to forge pro-democratic alliances, particularly with the anti-Com-
munist Left, Giménez was invited to Catholic organisations like the NEI, 
Pax Romana and the International Confederation of Christian Syndicates  
(CISC).51 His following grew significantly after the strikes of 1956. Giménez 
proved most influential in the construction of alliances with the Socialists –  
the Democratic Union (UD) in 1958, and the Union of Democratic Forces  
(UDF) in 1961, the latter bringing his followers in collaboration with the 
anti-Communist Left. Named president of the UDF, Giménez underlined 
the federative and autonomous nature of this alliance, stressing that it was 
not merely a “negative front” against Franco but positive, openly demo-
cratic and accidentalist.52 Yet, he deferred to the former CEDA leader, of-
fering even to resign from the presidency of the UDF “if it present[ed] an 
obstacle” to the consolidation of Christian Democratic forces.53 For all of 
the recognition of his democratic credentials, he understood how his ex-
perience of exile – internal, intellectual and idealistic - complemented that 
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of Gil Robles – external, political and pragmatic – in growing the ranks 
and role of the anti-Francoist Catholic opposition both domestically and 
internationally. With its embrace of Europeanism, the movement moved 
towards his definition of Christian Democracy.

Most important in this notion of Europe as the “solution” to Spain was 
a deeply ingrained Christian notion of the European idea. Few Catholics 
agreed with the philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset when, in 1910, he ar-
gued that the Continent was the answer to the “problem of Spain”.54 For 
them, Europe was revolution and secular modernity – not the regenera-
tion of Spain. Yet, a half-century later, both younger and older opponents 
of Franco saw this European idea as central to a Catholic modernism. Gil 
Robles hoped that “Christian Democracy … the saviour of western Europe” 
would rescue Francoist Spain, whereas to French MRP co-founder Maurice 
Schumann he expressed faith in the idea of a “Christian Europe”.55 Echo-
ing the conclusions of German Social Democratic member of the European 
Parliament Willi Birkelbach who, in his 1962 committee report, rejected 
Spanish accession to the EEC, Álvarez spoke to the Council of Europe of 
the power of the “European idea” among the opposition to Franco.56 Like 
other European Christian conservatives, this Europeanist tendency went 
hand-in-hand with the earlier adoption of an idiom of “Christian” human 
rights.57 The AECE vice-president Juan Luis de Simón Tobalina argued to 
the exiled Don Juan how Spain needed to join those organisations “cement-
ing European unity” aligned with both Christian principles and the rights 
and freedoms in the European Convention on Human Rights.58 In this  
formula, “Europe” replaced the monarchy as a unifying figure for Span-
iards. 

The major strikes in Asturias and Catalonia in the spring of 1962, spread-
ing throughout Spain, provided an important prelude to what Madariaga 
called the “end to the Civil War”, in his remarks to the fourth congress of 
the European Movement, held in Munich from 6 to 8 June 1962.59 With 
clear coordination among the three largest European political movements 
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– Christian Democratic, liberal and socialist – the declaration promoted by 
French Socialist Maurice Faure and Van Schendel reinforced how the “Eu-
ropean idea”, as outlined in the Social Charter and Convention on Human 
Rights, was central to ending the conflict in Spain.60 The conclusions of the 
Congress posited not mere opposition to Franco, but a positive ideology 
embodied in a Christian Europe and resoundingly embraced by Spaniards: 
“not the product of pacts with interior or exterior political forces; it is the 
scope of coincidence of criteria elaborated and sustained in Spain”.61

The Francoist reaction to the “conspiracy [contubernio] of Munich” was 
repressive, and left the opposition fractured: Gil Robles departed again 
into exile, this time in Paris, whereas Giménez was sent with the majori-
ty of the younger attendees to internal exile on the Canary Islands.62 The 
congress and Franco’s harsh reaction revealed to a majority of Spaniards 
the existence of a significant democratic opposition, however, ushering in 
a re-politicisation of what the two former CEDA leaders called the “neutral 
masses”, aided in part by the movement towards European integration. 
Yet, the events of Munich were almost anti-climatic: the intense cooper-
ation among the three aforementioned political formations lost traction. 
Those forces of the Christian Democratic Left and Right would be incapac-
itated by internecine conflict, and the promise of representation in Euro-
pean and international Christian Democratic organisations would do little 
to aid the consolidation of these parties. 

After Munich: optimism and disappointment 
over European institutions 

The post-Munich development was one of pre-existing contradictions 
which translated into electoral failure in the transition. The Spanish Chris-
tian Democrats secured support for their cause in the fora of the Europe-
an Movement and in continental and international Christian Democratic 
organisations. However, their promise to aid the consolidation of Spanish 
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Christian Democracy was fleeting and frequently stunted by the internal 
divisions which plagued both the Gil Robles and Giménez’s formations. 

The need to provide a “united front” was paramount in the post-Mu-
nich representation of a strong, vibrant opposition in European and Chris-
tian Democratic organisations.63 That Spaniards were now aware of an 
alternative to Francoism was not enough. Both Gil Robles and Giménez 
combated Francoist efforts to form a “domesticated” Christian Democratic 
party, arguing that a “true Christian Democratic” force already existed and 
that Francoism was “not capable of evolution”.64 Yet the question of which 
leader would represent this “united front” was heavily disputed, creating 
a rift between the two interwar Catholic leaders. In internal exile again, 
Giménez complained that Gil Robles, in French exile, projected himself 
as sole leader of the movement outside of Spain.65 This assertion, how-
ever, was not left uncontested. Carmelo Cembrero, a younger follower of 
Giménez who later worked as Spanish liaison to the EEC, appealed to fu-
ture European Popular Party secretary general Jean Seitlinger to endorse 
Giménez as the “true” leader of Christian Democracy.66

Transnational contacts were regarded as central to the anti-Francoist 
effort, and particularly the consolidation of Spanish Christian Democracy. 
Seeing potential for growth in Spain, the Christian Democratic Union of 
Central Europe (CDUCE) liaison for Latin America Janusz Śleszyński ad-
vised Giménez’s secretary Jesús Barros de Lis on the integration of Basque 
and Catalan Christian Democrats and collaboration with those disaffected 
followers of Gil Robles.67 More often, however, these young Christian Dem-
ocrats were the ones who sought attention for their cause. Looking to the 
German Christian Democratic Union (CDU) as a model, Barros sought in-
formal contacts through the businessman and politician Johannes Schauff, 
later contacting CDU minister Bruno Heck for “moral” and formal econom-
ic help for the opposition led by Giménez.68 For Barros, European Christian 
Democrats seemed unaware of the challenges – not only the difficulties 
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faced by the democratic opposition to Franco, but the unresolved internal 
cleavages within Spanish Christian Democracy – writing to NEI function-
aries Karl Josef Hahn and Angelo Bernassola that their movement was “up 
to now forgotten”.69 

Heavily influenced by the experience of exile, the tensions with oth-
er Christian Democratic formations frustrated the formation of a unified 
Spanish representation in organisations like the NEI. While asserting their 
own cultural distinctiveness, the long-established exiled regionalist par-
ties in Catalonia and the Basque Country feared that the newer, national 
formations would revive the centralising tendencies of interwar Catho-
lic politics.70 For their part, both Gil Robles and Giménez found common 
cause in the effort for joint representation.71 Hahn and Bernassola, in 
particular, understood these difficulties, unique to Spain. After the first 
major meeting in July 1963, Barros and Cavero complained that the PNV 
and particularly the UDC rejected the “most elemental fraternity”, deny-
ing the “spirit of Munich”.72 With the possibility of Francoist Spain’s acces-
sion to the EEC, the exiled Basque leader (and friend of Giménez) Manuel 
de Irujo intervened, proposing a “new Munich” conference with the “real 
participation” of the six Christian Democratic parties from the EEC and a 
unified Spanish team.73 The troubles over “particularisms”, as Bernassola 
called them, continued unabated with the acrimonious internal debate of 
the NEI congress in Taormina in late 1965, when the organisation trans-
formed into the European Union of Christian Democrats (EUCD).74 The ini-
tial lack of agreement threatened, Hahn warned on a short visit to Madrid, 
the “high level” talks planned and the establishment of formal relations in 
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the EUCD.75 Both functionaries were instrumental in bringing those forces 
into final agreement in December 1965, forming the Christian Democrat-
ic Team of the Spanish State (CDTSS).76 In spite of internal tensions, the 
Venezuelan Caldera wrote to Giménez that the combined presence of the 
CDTSS in the World Congress in Lima in 1966 was “high[ly] symbolic”.77 

In this process of integration, there were forces opposed to this consol-
idation of Spanish Christian Democracy. International organisations like 
the Franco-sponsored European Centre for Documentation and Informa-
tion (CEDI) clearly sought the acceptance of authoritarian Spain into the 
European and Atlantic framework, at the expense of the democratic op-
position.78 Yet, from inside the Christian Democratic organisations there 
was resistance as well. As early as 1963, Gil Robles lamented the lack of 
support from Italian Christian Democrats, with whom he had close con-
tacts.79 The more persistent example was the obstruction by the Bavarian 
Christian Social Union, closely linked to the Franco regime, at Taormina. 
Gil Robles wrote of the “manoeuvres of pseudo-democratic tendencies, 
shamelessly sponsored by the Germans and especially the Bavarians”, 
whereas Giménez spoke of “continuists [of the regime supported by]  … 
Bavarians, crypto-Nazis or capitalists”.80 

Internal crisis and the fleeting promise 
of Christian Democracy

The promise of Christian Democratic organisations like the EUCD was lim-
ited by the internal conflicts in the movements of Gil Robles and Giménez. 
Ideological and generational in nature, these tensions reached their full-
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est expression after the congress in Munich. On the Christian Democratic 
Right situated around Gil Robles’s DSC, the principal cleavage was between 
monarchists and accidentalists. Particular to Francoist Spain, this conflict 
pitted popular support for the constitutional monarchy against the notion 
that the substance of a Christian Democratic state – and not its institution-
al form – was more important. On the Christian Democratic Left oriented 
around Giménez’s IDC, the tensions mirrored more closely the conflicts 
in 1960s European Catholicism: the ideological and generational confron-
tation between older, social Catholic and younger, more Marxist-leaning 
members.81 There were also major generational differences in the practice 
of politics. After Munich, the experience of a “permeable exile” – internally, 
silenced by the Francoist authorities; externally, prevented from return-
ing to Spain; or in a fluid state of semi-exile – was shared by both young 
and old, Christian Democratic Left and Right. Whereas the generation of 
Gil Robles and Giménez concentrated primarily on uniting the anti-Fran-
coist opposition, those younger Christian Democrats who succeeded them 
were far more distinctly political in their interventions in domestic, Eu-
ropean and international Christian Democratic forums, based in part on 
their expectations for regime change. These all-consuming internal issues 
prevented Spanish Christian Democracy from consolidating as a political 
force.

A movement initially defined by its support for the restoration of the 
constitutional monarchy, the DSC under Gil Robles progressively asserted 
the substance of Christian Democracy over the form of the state. Whereas 
alternatives like Satrústegui's Spanish Union (UE) were unambiguously 
conservative and monarchist, the DSC leadership asserted to Don Juan 
that his future as monarch depended on “Christian liberty and democrat-
ic form” and not a return to the “dead path” of traditionalism.82 His am-
biguity towards Franco pushed Gil Robles’s followers to emphasise the 
Christian Democratic rather than monarchist orientation for the party. In 
this vein, Enrique Moreno Baez wanted to show Giménez’s followers the 
“firmness” with which the DSC defended Christian Democracy and held 
the monarch-in-exile accountable for his behaviour. 

Don Juan’s rejection of the conclusions of the Congress in Munich fur-
ther complicated the officially monarchist DSC’s stance on the form of 
the state. In resigning from Don Juan’s Privy Council, Gil Robles called 
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his attitude “absolutely intolerable”.83 None other than the Socialist Llo-
pis revealed that his party’s relationship with Gil Robles had improved 
significantly, with the latter no longer seeking declarations of “sympathy 
to the monarchy”.84 Yet Gil Robles tempered this distancing with a public 
campaign to frame the Congress not as a “conspiracy with the Lefts” but 
an effort to access the EEC and encourage a “slow and gradual” democra-
tisation and monarchist restoration.85 

Accidentalism was a double-edged sword, promoting greater interpar-
ty unity but also threatening internal cohesion. Some members of the DSC 
sought a more forceful approach, disavowing monarchist restoration and 
thereby paving the way for the consolidation of Spanish Christian Demo- 
cracy. Lamenting the “suffering” of accidentalists in the DSC, Moreno wrote 
to long-time friend Giménez of the need to expel monarchist collaboration-
ists “who do not accept Munich”. For Moreno, the only impediment to the 
fusion of the DSC and IDC was “the monarchist-accidentalist dilemma”.86 
The continued endorsement, however timid and formulaic, of the monar-
chy by Gil Robles and the DSC leadership into the mid-1960s provoked a 
response from those “progressives” to throw out monarchists like Álvarez, 
who formed a subsidiary of Satrústegui's UE.87 Generational change was 
not immediately tied to ideological disposition. Whereas the younger left-
wing so-called Buddhist group moved towards Barros de Lis’s UDC, those 
committed monarchists who came of age under Franco largely followed 
Álvarez. Many older former cedistas like Gil Robles retreated from public 
life. The disaggregating effects of the conflict over the form of the state 
paralysed the Christian Democratic Right well into the 1970s.

Ideology and generational change were far more intertwined in 
Giménez’s Christian Democratic “Left”. Like Gil Robles’s DSC, the internal 
tensions initially dealt with the form of the state: the official accidental-
ism of the IDC belied a significant republican sentiment among many of 
Giménez’s university-age followers, threatening popular support among 
Spanish Catholics.88 A friend of Giménez, the fascist intellectual-turned-so-
cial democrat Dionisio Ridruejo – an attendee of the Munich Congress – 
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complained of the “flaming Christian Democrat leftism” tending towards 
Marxism.89 

These internal, generationally oriented tensions were magnified after 
the events in Munich. The Francoist repression moulded a new generation 
of anti-Francoist opposition leaders across the political spectrum; howev-
er, those on the Christian Democratic left like Barros de Lis returned from 
exile seeking a more radical ideological shift and greater militancy than 
that offered by Giménez. In the reorganisation of the post-exile IDC in May 
1963, the IDC pushed for centrist policies and clear ideological lines in the 
sand. In response, the establishment by Barros in 1964 of the Christian 
Democratic Union (UDC) – an umbrella organisation for “authentic Chris-
tian Democrats” – was intended to absorb Giménez’s IDC into a newer, 
younger and broader movement.90 Giménez criticised the imprecision of 
Barros’ political programme, which abandoned the moderation that “until 
here ha[s] united us”.91 This ambiguity further impeded any confederation 
with the DSC, with Gil Robles calling the move a “dangerous path” which 
opened Christian Democracy up to extremist tendencies.92 The middle 
ground that the aging Giménez sought out was increasingly challenged, 
as he wrote to Caldera – not only by a monarchist Right whose democratic 
credentials were questionable, but also a left-wing Christian Democratic 
youth flirting with “Marxism”.93

Generational and political differences collided in the last major effort 
to unite the Christian Democratic Left and Right. The unwillingness of 
the UDC’s younger delegates to work with the DSC in the November 1965 
summit in Madrid was patent, with the future minister Oscar Alzaga re-
marking that the discussions “gave them importance they did not deserve”, 
and calling Gil Robles a “living cadaver”.94 Gil Robles saw his friend’s pres-
ence as the only means of “impeding tensions and discrepancies”, where-
as Giménez viewed his attendance as counterproductive – a sign of his 
declining role and importance.95 With the negotiations in Taormina at an 
impasse as well, these events were, for both of them, “demoralising and 
lamentable”. 
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The ideological chasm within the newer generations paralysed the 
Christian Democratic Left nominally led by Giménez. After the failed sum-
mit in Madrid, Cembrero warned against the “excessive and useless leftist 
snobbism” within the UDC, whereas Giménez reinforced the need for the 
party to “not accede to leftist accentuations nor shift to the right [retornos 
derechistas]”.96 Censured by his own movement, Giménez was persona non 
grata not only to the youth but to those like his once-time secretary Barros 
– together with Gil Robles, they were considered “expired leaders” who 
were “distanced from the humanist and Christian principles” of Christian 
Democracy.97 

A failure of Christian Democracy?

After the death of Giménez in 1968, the octogenarian Gil Robles ran with 
the CDTSS in the first free elections after the death of Franco in 1977, 
with the movement winning less than one per cent of the vote. Despite 
this electoral failure, Donato Barba Prieto argues that the ideals of Chris-
tian Democracy permeated post-Francoist liberal democracy.98 In political 
form as well, Christian Democracy survived and thrived in the transition. 
Charles Powell notes that, in the case of the young, reformist bureaucrats 
who participated the late-Francoist Christian Democrat-oriented Tácito 
Group, they initially belonged to associations like the AECE, the DSC or 
the IDC – all founded by Gil Robles and Giménez.99 Many of these mem-
bers were foundational to the Union of the Democratic Centre (UDC) – as 
Javier Tusell argues, the “functional equivalent” of Christian Democracy, 
albeit divested of the “essentialism” of Gil Robles’s and Giménez’s move-
ments.100 Their former collaborators like Álvarez de Miranda and Iñigo 
Cavero found relative success with the UDC, becoming ministers and de 
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facto standard-bearers for Christian Democracy within the heterogeneous 
coalition led by Adolfo Suárez after 1977.101

The achievements of Spanish Christian Democracy cannot be under-
stood without the experience of exile. Gil Robles overcame partisan ha-
treds in external exile, moving from an ambiguous monarchism modelled 
upon anti-democratic interwar Catholic politics towards an anti-totalitar-
ian opposition to Franco, founded upon a language of Christian human 
rights and a positive ideology of social reform shared with other exiled 
anti-Francoist democrats. This movement towards Christian Democracy 
would not have been possible without the internal exile of Giménez and 
his understanding of a Catholic modernism. Both leaders identified this 
vision with the promise of Europe, which united the anti-Francoist oppo-
sition and brought Christian Democracy to the height of its popular influ-
ence and closest point to its consolidation. 

The triumph of Munich, however, masked the ideological and genera-
tional conflicts that awoke (or revived themselves) after the dislocations 
of the Francoist repression and exile. Particular to Spain, the tensions be-
tween monarchists and accidentalists within the DSC weighed the form 
of state against the substance of Christian Democracy. The confrontation 
between the older, social Catholic and younger, Marxist sectors in the IDC 
was common to the experience of 1960s European Catholicism. These in-
ternal tensions belied any sense of unity on the European stage, as the 
newer, national formations of Gil Robles and Giménez fought with the old-
er, regionalist Basque PNV and Catalan UCD over unified representation in 
the NEI and from 1965, the EUCD. 

Lastly, the failure of consolidation was a product of the experience of 
interwar Catholic politics: the evolution from a negative, oppositional ide-
ology rooted in anti-Francoism, towards a positive ideology, reformist and 
Christian Democratic in nature. European integration offered a basis for 
this unity; however, in the context of late-Francoist Spain, the organisa-
tionally heterogeneous and ideologically inchoate Christian Democracy 
could not come to agreement, either internally or externally. While elec-
torally unsuccessful, however, the ideals of Spanish Christian Democracy, 
developed in exile, produced the consensus of the transition.
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A WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY?
The Basque Nationalist Party  
and European Christian Democracy in Exile

Leyre Arrieta

Basque nationalist, Catholic and democratic.1 These three concepts, and 
in this order, defined the Basque Nationalist Party (PNV) when it went 
into exile in 1937 as a result of the Spanish Civil War. This exile would 
last for nearly forty years, the duration of Franco’s dictatorship. The PNV 
had been created in the late nineteenth century as a reaction to the sup-
posed loss of Basque identity caused by what was perceived as a Spanish 
“invasion”. Its objective was to safeguard what it regarded as the essence 
of the Basque people, in which Catholicism played a key role. For the par-
ty’s leaders, the defence of democracy derived naturally from Catholicism. 
Catholicism and democracy therefore became consubstantial with “being 
Basque”. This axiom also caused the PNV to gradually move towards Chris-
tian Democratic positions.

The PNV was nevertheless not a Christian Democratic party at the time. 
Not all Catholic regionalists could be deemed to be Christian Democratic, 
not even those who were members of the PNV. In 1936 only a few PNV 
politicians had adopted key tenets of Christian Democracy. But those few 
people took control of the party during the years in exile. Their ideological 
affinity to that line of thought fostered contact with Christian Democratic 
leaders and bodies, particularly after the end of the Second World War.

This chapter has a twofold objective. Firstly, it intends to show when 
and how the PNV evolved from integralism towards a more moderate, 
modern approach to Catholicism. At the same time, it aims to establish to 
what extent this transformation influenced what was probably the most 
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important decision in the party’s history, to support the Republic in the 
Spanish Civil War. The starting point for this development goes back to the 
years of the Second Spanish Republic (1931-36), when the main Basque 
nationalist leaders oriented themselves to the doctrines of the most mod-
ern European Catholic thinkers. This newly adopted social approach was 
one of the factors that explained the PNV’s position during the war. 

Secondly, this chapter analyses how the PNV connected with European 
Christian Democracy during the years in exile, as a way of gaining a foot-
hold in Europeanist organisations and forums that could potentially coop-
erate in the overthrow of Franco’s dictatorship. It argues that the Basque 
leaders used their contacts, which included Christian Democratic thinkers 
and politicians in Europe and in the United States, as a means of partici-
pating in European politics. They sought the help of Christian Democratic 
politicians and thinkers to justify to European Catholic public opinion – 
especially the Vatican – their decision to support the Republican Govern-
ment and to oppose the Francoist regime; and to build alliances in their 
fight against Franco. In the years immediately after the Second World War, 
“Europe” became a key reference point in the PNV’s discourse. Basque 
nationalists thought (perhaps in a somewhat utopian way) that the new 
Europe that emerged from the rubble of the war would be not be based 
on states, but “peoples”. This led them to believe that it would become the 
perfect solution for stateless nations such as the Basques.

This chapter draws on many primary and news sources located main-
ly in the Archives of Nationalism and the Basque Historical Archives, as 
well as on other sources and literature. It is structured as follows. Firstly, 
it will briefly outline the reasons for the birth of the Basque nationalist 
movement, setting out how two political parties emerged in the Basque 
Country and in Catalonia, the PNV and the Unió Democratica de Catalu-
nya (UDC), respectively, which adopted a Christian Democratic stance, 
and how this determined the decisions made by both parties in the Civil 
War. Secondly, the chapter will briefly discuss how Basque nationalists or-
ganised in exile and will then deal with the PNV’s Europeanism. This will 
include an analysis of the pro-European discourse elaborated in the first 
years in exile, and the political proposals made in connection with how 
the Basque Country would fit within Spain and Europe. The chapter will 
move on to address the relations established by Basque nationalists with 
Christian Democratic political parties and organisations. The conclusion 
will explore the question of how the PNV’s political ideas evolved beyond 
the exile years.
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Catholic regionalisms and the Republic: 
going into exile 

The Basque Country is a territory located on either side of the Franco- 
Spanish border. The relationship between the Basque Country and the 
Spanish government changed over time. At the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, a pro-independence movement emerged, and the PNV was founded 
by Sabino Arana in 1895.2 The Basque nationalist movement took hold 
within a very specific context, as a reaction to the crisis of identity centred 
on values which many Basques shared, in a region which had experienced 
little change over the centuries. According to Sabino Arana, the Basque 
Country at this time was undergoing a critical turn caused by the arrival 
of people from other places, that is, the Spanish. Liberalism had resulted 
in modernisation and industrialisation, which had given rise to a massive 
influx of what at the time were often called “foreign elements”. Their pres-
ence was believed to put traditional Basque society at risk. Thus, the new 
movement was a Catholic pro-independence movement whose political 
enemy was Spain and the Spanish.3

The emergence of Basque nationalism brought with it a new division 
within political Catholicism, which until then had been separated into tra-
ditionalists and fundamentalists, so named within the Spanish historio- 
graphy. This situation caused problems within the Basque Church, which 
intensified during the Republican period from 1931 to 1936. By then, as 
Javier Tusell has pointed out, Basque nationalism was already a modern 
political movement, which had undergone significant changes in the 1920s 
that would be consolidated in the 1930s. A young generation of Basque 
politicians, led by José Antonio Aguirre, led the gradual modernisation of 
the party.4 This modernisation was reflected in the identification between 
nationalism, democracy and Catholicism, and in a programme that was far 
more focused on social issues than was usual for most inter-war Catholic 
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parties.5 It was precisely this increasing importance accorded to social is-
sues by the PNV that marked its growing distancing from the convention-
ally understood Right, to which it had been closer in the first months of 
the Republic. The contrast between the two types of Catholicism became 
more visible: a more democratic form, sensitive to social issues, which was 
reflected in and strengthened by the creation of the Basque Association 
for Christian Social Action (Agrupación Vasca de Acción Social Cristiana, 
AVASC) chaired by Aguirre, and a more orthodox, authoritarian kind of Ca-
tholicism. This divide also characterised the ecclesiastical hierarchy, with 
the Seminary of Vitoria described by critics as a “hotbed of nationalism”.6

In the November 1933 election campaign, the PNV voiced its clear com-
mitment to freedom and democracy, in the face of the dictatorial tendency 
that was gathering increasing support among right-wing supporters. Also 
significant was the fact that the nationalist newspaper Euzkadi, which had 
a section entitled “social work”, added a section called “Esprit Nouveau 
Basque” (in French), explicitly invoking French magazines such as Esprit 
and Ordre Nouveau, which were linked to currents of thought such as per-
sonalism and integral federalism.7 The young generation of party leaders 
thus gradually moulded their Catholicism into a more modern, Christian 
Democratic form. These young people rejected both dictatorships and 
democracies that were characterised by a “tendency to atheism, and its 
tumultuous, and often demagogic and revolutionary manifestation”, as de-
scribed by José de Ariztimuño, also known as Aitzol. He perceived Chris-
tian Democracy as being organised around “institutions of natural and 
positive law, including the family, professional associations, municipali-
ties and natural regions that form the State and were prior to that State”.8 
When the war broke out, the PNV stricto sensu was not a Christian Demo-
cratic party yet, as it had not yet drawn up a new programme. Moreover, 
the leaders’ convictions had not been totally accepted at the grassroots 
level. However, the party was very close to Christian Democracy at that 
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point. In Javier Tusell’s words, it was a “Christian Democratised” political 
party.9

The only political party that could be considered fully Christian Dem-
ocratic in Spain in the 1930s was the Catalan UDC, founded in November 
1931. From the beginning, the UDC expressly adhered to the principles of 
Christian Democracy. As in the case of the PNV in the 1930s, the UDC also 
combined (Catalan) nationalism, with a modern form of Catholicism and a 
concern for social issues.10 Its radical nationalism was far from acceptable 
to other Spanish Christian Democrats. But, without a doubt, this was the 
party in Spain that was most steeped in Christian Democratic doctrine at 
the time. The UDC fully accepted democracy as a political system linked to 
Christianity, and its interpretation of the pontifical doctrine was reflected 
in its practice. The most important speeches given at the UDC’s second 
congress, held in October 1933, were related to social issues. 

The progressive character of the type of Catholicism advocated by the 
UDC and the PNV also explains the position of these two parties in the 
Spanish Civil War, which ran counter to that advocated by the vast majority 
of Spanish Catholics, who took the side of General Francisco Franco. Many 
Spanish Catholics considered the war to be a crusade.11 There were some 
exceptions to these views among Spanish Catholics such as Ángel Osorio 
and Gallardo or Maximiliano Arboleya, as well as in the UDC and the PNV.12 
Both political parties supported the legitimately established power of the 
Republican government. This position can be – and has been – understood 
either as pure political opportunism to secure regional autonomy; or as a 
direct consequence of its doctrinal approach (in the case of the UDC), or of 
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its previous ideological evolution (in the case of the PNV); or as a mixture 
of both.13

In the case of the PNV, the decision was neither simple nor unanimous. 
There was reluctance within the party among those who preferred to 
support the insurgents commanded by Franco for religious reasons. In 
addition, a party as Catholic as the PNV could not support the religious 
persecution that was happening in the Republican zone. But a choice was 
ultimately made to support the Republic in late September and October 
1936, when Manuel Irujo was appointed as Minister of the Republican 
government, the Statute of Autonomy agreed and the Basque regional gov-
ernment formed. From then on, the PNV became purposefully involved in 
the war. One of its objectives was safeguarding Catholicism and preventing 
religious persecution and indiscriminate killings.14

The quick decision to stand by the Republican government meant that 
the PNV was branded as opportunistic by right-wing Catholic Francoists. 
However, the PNV’s democratic ideas and desire for social reforms also 
brought the party closer to the Republican side.15 The decision to support 
the Republican government was in keeping with the party’s distancing 
from the Catholic Right and the move towards Christian Democracy. The 
Republican anti-clericalism, either real or perceived by Catholics, was not 
a strong enough reason for the PNV to oppose the Republic or support the 
rebels. They could not separate their firm religious beliefs from democra-
cy and the established order.

Yet it was far from an easy decision. In fact, the situation placed the PNV 
in a real moral dilemma, since the ecclesiastical hierarchy gave its sup-
port to Franco’s new order. As José Azurmendi has noted, it was difficult to 
understand “that Basque Catholics fought alongside communists against 
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Franco’s Catholics”.16 In fact, on 6 August 1936, the bishops of Pamplona 
and Vitoria, Marcelino Olaechea and Mateo Múgica, published a joint pas-
toral letter ordering the PNV not to oppose a movement that included “the 
traditional love of our sacrosanct religion” among its objectives.17 

However, for José Antonio Aguirre, president of the Basque government 
since October 1936, the Civil War had nothing to do with religion. It was 
a conflict between “a legitimate craving for social justice and an outdated 
conservatism that was clinging to its privileges”. Aguirre wondered how 
it was possible that international public opinion was mostly favourable 
to Franco’s side. He found the answer in the belief (which he deemed to 
be false) that the Spanish war was a conflict between “communism and 
order”.18 

The Catalan Christian Democrats adopted a similar position. Of course, 
the Catalan situation was different from that in the Basque Country. The 
UDC was eclipsed by anarchism, on the one hand, and by the conservative 
Catholicism of the Lliga Regionalista, or Regionalist League, on the other. 
The party was reduced to a small group of people who, at first, chose not 
to go into exile and collaborate with the Generalitat, the Catalan govern-
ment. During the war, the UDC’s main objective was to maintain the Re-
public as a democratic political system that defended public liberties, and 
they did their best to prevent reprisals against Catholics.19

In July 1937, after the loss of the Basque territory, a new stage began 
for the Basque government. It first moved from Bilbao to Santander, and 
then, in October 1937, to Barcelona. The exodus of members of the Basque 
government, political leaders and ordinary refugees accelerated. It was 
essential for the leaders to maintain contact and establish a network of re-
lations with all the Basques scattered around the world. To this end, they 
made use of the autonomy gained during the Civil War and exercised pow-
ers that they did not constitutionally have, such as foreign affairs. At that 
stage, the Basque government established delegations in different parts 
of Spain, Europe and America. These delegations were the first evidence 
that they were acting not as a party, but as an institution. Although they 
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were not embassies of an independent state and did not enjoy the usual 
diplomatic treatment, they did win political recognition. 

The Basque nationalist exile was structured around these delegations, 
notably including those in Paris, London and New York. The Basque gov-
ernment, which during those years was practically restricted to nation-
alist counsellors, used those offices to weave a network of relationships 
with Christian Democratic political parties and intellectuals in order to 
justify their support for the Republic, and seek alliances in their strug-
gle against Franco’s regime. It was the experience of exile, moreover, that 
caused the Basque Nationalist Party to embrace the notion of a united Eu-
rope, around which its political discourse was structured. 

The Europeanist discourse of the PNV in exile

From the PNV’s birth, “Europe” had become increasingly more important 
in the ideological repertoire of Basque nationalism. The political hopes 
of the PNV had gradually become linked to international relations and, 
specifically, to contacts established at the European level. The internation-
al conjuncture that emerged at the end of the First World War favoured 
nationalism in Europe. The PNV was aware of the demands of other Eu-
ropean nations and minorities that had not been met by the conflict’s res-
olution through peace treaties, and of the significance of some of these 
minorities. Therefore, the perception within the party was that “Europe” 
could be the solution for the Basque Country to achieve international rec-
ognition.20 The Allied victory in the Second World War aroused enormous 
expectations among Basque nationalists. On the one hand, it fuelled their 
dream of returning to a democratic Spain, and, on the other hand, it en-
couraged them to rely on a new European space where Basque aspirations 
could materialise. “Europe” was seen by Basque nationalists as a window 
of opportunity, a world full of potential not to be missed.

The basis of the PNV’s pro-European discourse was the so-called Aguirre  
Doctrine, an international demand for a free Basque Country, which 
would contribute to the construction of a federal Europe made up not of 
states, but of peoples or nations. This approach was based on the alleged 
crisis of the liberal nation-state and on the need for a European “supra- 
state” solution, which did not preclude stateless nations from becoming 
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independent. It defended the right of those peoples with enough political 
will and capacity to be free and autonomous. This perspective was already 
outlined by Aguirre in 1945 in an article entitled “L’homme et la Natio- 
nalité: Bases de la Paix future” (“Man and Nationality: Fundamentals of a 
Future Peace”).21 The Aguirre Doctrine combined classic ideas of Basque 
nationalism with concepts such as the crisis of nation-states and the no-
tion of a united and federal Europe.22 These were all typical outcomes of 
the atmosphere caused by the Allies’ victory, and, therefore, allowed the 
PNV to fully embrace the notion of European integration.

An integrated Europe offered the PNV a suitable framework for the 
achievement of several objectives. Firstly, Europe became the ideal plat-
form from which to publicise and propagate the will of the Basque peo-
ple, disseminating their claims of being a statelessness “nation”. If the new 
Europe was to be a federal Europe, it could protect and reinforce Basque 
identity.23 Reduced state sovereignty might offer new opportunities for 
stateless nations such as the Basques. While international recognition was 
sought for the Basque Country and, therefore, for Basque nationalism, the 
aim was also to dispel the accusations of introspective isolationism made 
against both:

Those who think we want to close ourselves off in our own world of songs 
and dances are not well informed. What we want is to retain and love what 
is ours, protecting our essence and our full personality, while openly show-
ing it to others and learning whatever we should learn, without ever for-
getting who we are. We are an old tree that grows new and robust young 
branches, a tree that must not and will not break loose of its roots, because 
then it would die.24

Many of the efforts championed by Basque nationalists in their early years 
in exile were also focused on explaining their support for the Republican 
government in the Civil War. The PNV refused to accept that European 
Catholic public opinion, and especially the Vatican, regarded the war as a 
“crusade” and generally defended the Francoist side. Europe was also an 
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excellent framework to incite the political hostility of Western states to-
wards Franco’s regime. The PNV tried to isolate the regime by preventing 
it from having any contact with European and American governments or 
other agencies, and it attempted to be a link between Basque and Spanish 
democrats. The aim was to unite the Spanish Republican forces to demon-
strate to the North American and Western European governments that a 
viable, solid, non-communist democratic alternative was possible in Spain.

In short, for Basque nationalists, Europe was the ideal framework with-
in which to achieve their aspirations. Nationalist leaders were keen (in a 
somewhat utopian way) to become directly and independently integrated 
into Europe, and they did not want to achieve this objective through Spain. 
They advocated a federal Europe in which the Basque Country could gain 
at least a similar level of self-government that many of the states that were 
part of a future European supranational organisation would enjoy, on an 
equal footing. 

In this new Europe, the Basque Country would not participate as a 
Basque state in the classical way, which would make no sense in a feder-
ation composed of nations. This would avoid the historical fracture that 
could lead to the creation of a state and the consequent border alterations. 
The Basque Country would operate as a nation, and therefore a European 
union or federation of nations would be the appropriate ground to rebuild 
and consolidate Basque identity.25 

Only if direct participation in Europe was not possible could Spain 
serve as a gateway to Europe. The more moderate and advanced leaders of 
Basque nationalism – those who held the reins of the party during exile – 
did not discard the Spanish option, but their condition for agreeing to par-
ticipate in Europe through Spain was that it should be a democratic and 
federal country. In these circumstances, the Basque Country could contin-
ue to be linked to Spain, but would retain its own political organisation:

The Basque people consider it necessary to implement a supranational 
form of federalism that must be based on an intrastate federalism, as this is 
the only way to guarantee that the Iberian Peninsula will seriously be part 
of the European federation, and that the Madrid Government will cease to 
apply its oscillating policies whereby one day the peoples in the Peninsula 
are granted some rights, and then they are taken away the next day.26
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At that time, however, Spain was under the yoke of the Franco dictator-
ship, and Europe was the only window of opportunity, which the PNV re-
lied on by taking two linked ideological paths: federalism and Christian 
Democracy. These were the major principles on which the Europeanist 
policy of Basque nationalism was based. The modernisation of the party’s 
Catholicism during the Second Republic had given it a Christian Demo-
cratic tinge. This in turn had created fertile ground for Basque nationalists 
to identify with the Christian Democratic proposals that were popular in 
Western Europe after the Second World War. 

The second path for Basque nationalism to enter “Europe” was feder-
alism. After the war, the PNV was able to play a role in federalist media in 
search of new channels of participation in European forums, which would 
allow it to strengthen its presence in the European Movement and in the 
European construction process. During the 1930s, nationalist leaders, in-
cluding Aguirre, had already accepted the ideas of integral federalism and 
personalism, as propounded in the personalist texts by authors such as 
Alexandre Marc, Emmanuel Mounier and Denis de Rougemont, precisely 
because their principles were aligned with the PNV’s ideological corpus. 
The prominent role given to the individual, the high value conferred on so-
called natural communities that acted as mediators between the State and 
the individual, and the defence of a federal Europe based on incorporating 
nations and not just states were all fully accepted by Basque nationalism. 

Christian Democracy and federalism were not merely ideological 
trends that supported the PNV’s Europeanist discourse. They also consti-
tuted channels for applying discourse to political practice. These two paths 
allowed Basque nationalist leaders to become involved in the European 
Movement and organisations of Western European Christian Democrats.

The PNV’s involvement with the European Christian 
Democratic movement

After the Basque government’s delegation was formally established in 
Paris in November 1936, it approached some political leaders who were 
favourable to the Basque and the Republican cause. Aguirre saw the po-
tential for change that Christian Democracy could have for the Basque 
people if they were well-positioned in those circles: 
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It is worth exalting our future role as genuine representatives of a Christian 
Democracy that has not become a political reality anywhere outside of the 
Basque Country. This focal point, which to me is like a small spiritual me-
tropolis, should be known, respected and given the opportunity to manage 
its life, as it is a civilisation of its own that can serve as an example to larger 
peoples (from a geographical point of view). These ideas have been very 
well understood by Maritain, for example, and should be conveyed to as 
many people as you meet there. They should be repeated, day in, day out, 
without fear of exhaustion.27

The Basque government’s delegation also sought to contact intellectu-
als like François Mauriac, Georges Bernanos, Paul Vignaux and Jacques 
Maritain himself. These thinkers became indispensable supporters of the 
Basque cause, and a communication channel with the Vatican, as well as 
informal spokespersons for Basque views in the world.28 Although the 
influence of European moderate Catholic thinkers had been seen in na-
tionalist writings for years before the Spanish Civil War, it was during the 
conflict that a closer connection was established between these European 
thinkers and Basque nationalists. At first, most European Catholic intellec-
tuals were supportive of the rebels. However, this unanimous support soon 
dissolved, and some thinkers such as Mauriac, Luigi Sturzo, Emmanuel  
Mounier and Maritain changed their minds.29 They criticised both the er-
rors committed by the Republicans and those made by the Francoists, and 
strongly advocated peace. Above all, they discarded the idea that the Civil 
War was a crusade, as Franco’s side claimed.

This position chimed with the views held by politicians and thinkers 
who had taken steps towards Christian Democracy in Spain. One of those 
intellectuals was Alfredo Mendizábal, who had been dismissed from his 
university chair in Oviedo by both sides in the Civil War.30 In the prologue 
to Mendizábal’s book Origins of a Tragedy, Maritain claimed that turning 
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war into something sacred was committing blasphemy. However, he also 
did not support the Popular Front and criticised its abuses, such as the 
burning of churches and the assassinations of priests.31 

As anxiety and doubts played havoc with the conscience of nationalists, 
Maritain’s statements probably had a calming effect on them, since he saw 
how the choice that they had made on the grounds of their deep Catholic 
beliefs had been publicly condemned by the ecclesiastical hierarchy. The 
constant monitoring of the reactions of European Catholic individuals and 
media against Franco on Basque media such as the Basque government’s 
Paris publication, Euzko Deya, and the repeated publication of articles, 
manifestos and opinions expressed and published by Catholic figures in 
favour of the Basque cause were clear signs of the importance accorded 
to their positions. 

During the Second World War, relations with European Christian De-
mocracy had been maintained in two ways: by Aguirre with important 
leaders of the Christian Democratic movement, and by the priest Alberto 
Onaindia after his arrival in England in July 1940. From their New York 
headquarters, Aguirre and his team tried to maintain contact with Eu-
ropean Christian exiles through all available means. In 1942, during his 
trip to Latin America, Aguirre launched the idea of holding a congress for 
South American Catholics. Also, in December of that year, he was one of 
the signatories, together with Maritain and Sturzo, of the Devant la crise 
mondiale manifesto, a document that underlined the Christian values on 
which any future society should be based. Aguirre and his collaborators 
also sought the support of the American government by collaborating 
with their information services.32 

In August 1940, on the other side of the Atlantic, Onaindia began talks 
with the European democrats from Poland, Czechoslovakia, Belgium and 
the Netherlands who were exiled in London. The aim of the talks was to 
form a body of Catholic democrats which, “in addition to studying cur-
rent issues through the lens of Christian Democracy, could be presented 
to Catholics in other countries as an organisation that defends democracy 
within Catholic standards”. The International Christian Democratic Union 
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(ICDU) was thus born on 28 January 1941.33 Jan A. Veraart, the former 
Rector of the University of Delft, was elected president, and the leaders 
of the Czech, Polish and Italian parties (Sturzo) were vice-presidents. The 
Basque group formed part of the IUCD with the same rights as the other 
national groups.34 

After the Second World War, Christian Democratic parties experienced 
much electoral success in continental Western Europe. The idea of a unit-
ed Europe was a common denominator in these parties’ visions and a mo-
bilising element for their voters. Christian Democrats came to dominate 
the governments of the six founding member states of the European Coal 
and Steel Community founded in 1951-52. For the PNV, Christian Demo- 
cracy constituted the best guarantee of democracy and the best way to 
fight fascism, and it was also a suitable channel for disseminating the aims 
of social justice and solidarity. For this reason, when the war ended, the 
PNV tried to maintain and develop its relationships with European Chris-
tian Democrats. The parties with which the PNV had closer relationships 
were the French Mouvement Républicain Populaire (MRP) and the Italian 
Democrazia Cristiana (DC). 

During the war, contacts with French Christian Democracy had been es-
tablished through Ernest Pezet, the inter-war deputy of the Popular Demo- 
cratic Party and secretary of the International League of Friends of the 
Basques (LIAV), which had been founded in the delegation of the Basque 
Government in Paris in 1938 with the support of prominent Frenchmen.35 
After the war, Aguirre and the members of the Basque delegation in Paris  
continued to maintain friendly relations with Georges Bidault, in particu-
lar. Basque representatives were invited to the MRP’s third national con-
gress, held in Paris from 13 to 16 March 1947. Five PNV members attended 
the congress. This event was of great value to the PNV because it enabled 
contacts to be established with other European Christian Democratic par-
ties, as well as reinforcing relationships with prominent representatives 
of the MRP. 

Basque politicians also attended the fourth national congress of the 
MRP, which took place in Toulouse from 6 to 9 May 1948. At this Congress, 
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communism was strongly denounced, and Francoism described as a to-
talitarian regime. But above all, it was important for Basque nationalists 
insofar as it provided a platform for connecting with outstanding public 
figures such as Maurice Schumann, then leader of the MRP; Pierre-Henri 
Teitgen, the Defence Minister; Pierre Dumas, editor of the newspaper La 
Victoire; and André Colin, secretary general of the MRP. Aguirre and two 
other Basque representatives also joined the fifth congress in June 1949.36

The PNV also had quite close connections with the Italian DC. Repre-
sentatives from the PNV attended the DC’s first congress in Rome from 
24 April to 4 May 1946. At this event, Basque representatives spoke with 
the Italian Prime Minister Alcide De Gasperi three times. They also met 
Giovanni Gronchi, Italian Minister of Industry and Commerce. In addition, 
they had meetings with Maritain, who was French ambassador to the Vat-
ican at that time; the Marquis of Cavaletti, a high-ranking official of the 
Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs; and several Basque priests who lived 
in Rome. 

The PNV’s aim at the DC congress was to provide information about the 
Basque case, as they considered that there was a lack of objective informa-
tion in Italy. They were very warmly welcomed, and they thought that rela-
tions in Italy should be strengthened even further after the success of the 
DC in the 1948 Italian elections. Therefore, participation in study events 
organised by the DC, its youth branch and the NEI in Fiuggi in July of 1948, 
was considered indispensable. However, despite these efforts, except in 
some specific cases, the DC remained under the influence of the Spanish 
Catholic Church and press, and the PNV was not invited to the congress in 
1949. Relations between Italy and Franco’s Spain became closer again at 
this point in the emerging Cold War.37 

Without a doubt, however, the main link between the PNV and the Eu-
ropean Christian Democratic movement were the Nouvelles Équipes In-
ternationales (NEI).38 The growth of the Christian Democratic parties after 
the Second World War reinforced their desire to create an effective organ-
isation that would support their transnational cooperation. This resulted 
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in the creation in 1947 of the NEI, later transformed into the European 
Union of Christian Democrats (EUCD) in 1965. From 1945 onwards, when 
discussions about the possibility of creating an international party organ-
isation began, the PNV made a great effort to participate actively. It man-
aged to do so, not only as co-founder of the NEI, but just as importantly, in 
a notable role as a member of the main committees. This was an outstand-
ing achievement for the aspirations of a small party in exile.

The NEI held their first congress in Chaudfontaine, near Liège, in Bel-
gium from 31 May to 3 June 1947. The main aim of the new organisation 
was to coordinate European Christian Democratic leaders and political 
parties. Two Basque representatives took part in this first congress. The 
members of the congress approved a message of sympathy to Basques 
that had been proposed by the Basque delegation. Participation in this 
first congress was very important for the PNV, because it enabled the 
Basques to be recognised as a founding member, and, as a consequence, 
as a national équipe with full rights, not a “team in exile”. In fact, Aguirre 
was named member of the Honorary Committee, and Javier Landaburu 
was chosen to represent the PNV on the executive committee. Some of the 
meetings of the NEI were even held at 11 avenue Marceau, the Parisian 
seat of the Basque government-in-exile.39 For the PNV, which participat-
ed autonomously, not as part of a Spanish group, the NEI constituted the 
most important gateway to European Christian Democracy. This status 
provided the PNV, which participated in all NEI congresses from 1947 to 
1965, with privileges that the party retained until 1960.

However, apart from receiving a warm welcome at the NEI meetings 
and congresses, the only practical PNV achievements were a few state-
ments against Franco’s regime. The party also encountered the difficulty 
that the NEI increasingly became dominated by more liberal-conservative 
parties like the German Christian Democratic Union and Christian Social 
Union, compared to the strong French influence in the beginning. Thus, 
the NEI over time adopted a strongly anti-communist position, which un-
der the impact of the Cold War confrontation led to a more lenient atti-
tude towards Franco’s Spain. The more influential the centre-right and 
anti-communist parties were, the weaker the presence and voice of the 
Basque nationalists became. 
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The NEI nevertheless continued to be the main link between the PNV 
and Christian Democracy both in the 1950s and the 1960s. However, the 
PNV ceased to be the only Spanish group, as new Christian Democrat 
groups from Spain such as José María Gil Robles’s Democracia Social Cris-
tiana (DSC) also became established. Initially, the Basque nationalists at-
tempted to prevent these Spaniards from accessing the group, but even-
tually they had no choice but to accept the situation. The PNV ultimately 
preferred to take the initiative and promote the creation of an all-Spanish 
NEI équipe.

The negotiations among the Spanish Christian Democratic parties 
were not easy. In the end, the PNV lost its independent representation 
within the NEI, which it had enjoyed since its creation. The Spanish 
Christian Democratic équipe was officially formed at the NEI Congress in 
Taormina in December 1965. Reflecting the PNV’s historical importance 
and role, however, the Basque Joseba Rezola, vice-president of the Basque 
Government, became its first secretary.

This strategy of enabling collaboration with other Spanish political 
forces that the PNV adopted in the 1960s was a strategy for the future. The 
Basque Autonomous Government was still alive in exile, but its existence 
was more symbolic than real. The young nationalists began to criticise the 
ineffectiveness of their elders. Some of them founded the ETA (Euskadi ta 
Askatasuna, the Basque Country and Freedom) in 1959. In the meantime, 
the leaders of the PNV had grown old; some of them had died in exile. In 
this context, the party continued to maintain its eminently nationalist dis-
course, but its tactics were based on a pragmatic and moderate approach, 
with a view to repositioning itself when the dictatorship ended.

If they wanted to remain in European organisations, they now had to 
do so through state-level organisations. PNV leaders resigned themselves 
to the need to work with Spanish political parties to secure a solution for 
the Basque Country in a future transition to democracy in Spain, which 
they expected to be imminent. In particular, they hoped for the restoration 
of Basque autonomy within Spain. 

Conclusion

The PNV ultimately did not achieve its main objectives while in exile, the 
most important of which was to overthrow the Francoist regime. However, 
Franco’s Spain seemed to be a lesser evil for Western European demo- 
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cracies in the Cold War, as it was perceived to be critical to stopping the 
expansion of communism. The initial optimism felt by the Basque exiles 
due to their connections with important politicians and intellectuals, and 
the PNV’s status as founding member of the NEI ultimately shifted to disil-
lusionment with Christian Democratic party cooperation. After observing 
that the Europe being formed was not the Europe of peoples which they 
had advocated, but – at least initially – a Europe of states, the goal of the 
Basque leaders in exile was little more than to survive as a recognised 
political group. In this situation, they clung by their fingernails to the dem-
ocratic and federalist organisations in which they participated.

Nonetheless, when Franco died in November 1975, the situation of the 
autonomous Basque government-in-exile was critical. It was not opera-
tional and the parties that formed it were more virtual than real. However, 
it had great symbolic value. That small government-in-exile symbolised 
the only legitimate Basque authority, derived as it was from the Republi-
can legal order and the will expressed by the Basques. They had managed 
to keep it alive for forty years, and this helped the Basque Country regain 
its self-government in the new democratic Spain. On 25 October 1979, the 
new Statute of Autonomy was approved in a referendum by the Basque 
electorate, and the new autonomous Basque Government was formed. 

An additional legacy from the exile years was the political discourse con-
ceived since then. The ideas that the PNV had developed in forty years in 
exile have remained at the core of their political ideology and programme. 
In the party’s National Assembly held in Pamplona in March 1977, which 
marked the beginning of a new stage, the PNV was presented as a Basque, 
democratic, popular party with mass appeal. Its political orientation re-
mained intact, although two new elements were added: the abandonment 
of confessionalism and the defence of the integration of immigrants into 
the Basque community. Therefore, of the three distinguishing features of 
the 1937 PNV introduced at the beginning of this chapter, nationalism 
remained intact, its “Catholic” orientation in the traditional form disap-
peared, and the adjective “democratic” was strongly emphasised instead. 
At this important meeting in Pamplona, the PNV particularly stressed the 
democratic path of the party and the continuation of its political project. 
It stressed its anti-Francoist struggle in exile, as a guarantee of credibility 
within the new democratic environment.

The PNV has continuously declared itself strongly in favour of Europe 
and European integration. In fact, its programmatic and rhetorical goal 
remains focused on the creation of a Europe of the peoples in which the 
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Basque Country can participate autonomously. This approach is merely an 
updated form of the Aguirre Doctrine, the political project that emerged 
during exile. However, in practice the PNV is aware that its participation 
in European institutionalised forums must principally be through Spanish 
organisations, although the region is directly represented in the European 
Union’s Committee of the Regions.

In the specific case of the Christian Democratic movement, the partici-
pation of the PNV in the Christian Democrat International continued until 
2000. By then, the Spanish Partido Popular (PP) under the leadership of 
José Maria Aznar had already been in power in Spain for four years. The 
PP and the Spanish Socialist Party included in the preamble to their 2000 
Anti-Terrorist Agreement the claim that the PNV (as well as Eusko Alkar-
tasuna, another Basque nationalist and social democratic party) were no 
longer to be considered democratic parties, as a result of the pro-inde-
pendence pact that they had reached two years before. This confrontation 
with the PNV reached the international arena when in October 2000, the 
PP successfully pursued the PNV’s expulsion from the Christian Democrat 
International, now the Centrist Democrat International. The PP argued 
that the PNV after all had already left the European People’s Party to avoid 
being a member of the same organisation as the PP, which had joined it 
in 1991. This (self-)exclusion from European and international political 
party organisations has had a strong psychological impact on the PNV’s 
leaders ever since, as the party had co-shaped transnational cooperation 
in exile and co-founded the NEI after the Second World War.
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A CATALAN CATHOLIC REGIONALIST  
FLEEING FRANCO
Josep Maria Trias Peitx’s Exile in France

Gemma Caballer

 

On 24 January 1939, Josep Maria Trias Peitx arrived at the port of 
Port-Vendres, in the south of France, aboard the Sirocco, a ship belonging 
to the French Embassy. Trias Peitx was one of approximately 440,000 ref-
ugees who left Spain during that winter.1 He had been a member of Unió 
Democràtica de Catalunya (UDC) since 1931, when he had broken with 
the family’s political tradition of Carlism and its advocacy of a confessional 
state, and was the party’s secretary-general during the Spanish Civil War. 
He worked intensely for the rescue of those persecuted for reasons of con-
science during the conflict, and he also mediated between the Republican 
government and the Holy See to re-establish relations and to guarantee 
religious freedom. His trip to Port-Vendres was the beginning of an exile 
in France that would last until his death in August 1979. Trias Peitx called 
these 40 years the “Solitude of freedom”.2 Freedom had a price, and in his 
case, the price was solitude.

Based on fresh research in libraries and archives in Catalonia, France 
and the United States,3 this chapter will explore Trias Peitx’s voluntary ex-
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ile spanning 40 years. It draws on the literature on the history of Christian 
Democracy in Catalonia and Spain, and more particularly, on the history 
of the UDC and Trias Peitx’s role in Catalan politics between 1931 and 
1939.4 It also assesses sources related to Trias Peitx’s experience in exile 
and the history of his political party after 1939. In fact, the UDC was a very 
small party, and it has not attracted much attention from researchers in 
the Catalan historiography, especially not for the party’s clandestine peri-
od. As a result, apart from brief overviews, there is no history of the UDC 
between 1939 and 1975. This chapter draws primarily on sources such as 
oral history interviews recorded in the 1970s, which also found their way 
into Trias Peitx’s memoirs.5 Research for this chapter has also included his 
private papers and those of some UDC party colleagues, as well as sources 
of the relief agency American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) and the 
French authorities.

We should begin with an important caveat. Trias Peitx’s humanitarian 
activities and projects during 1939-44 were carried out against the back-
drop of war, and as a result the documentation is fragmented and incom-
plete. His relations with the UDC as a clandestine party are also marked by 
a shortage of sources. As the academic literature dedicated to anti-Franco 
underground activities highlights, those who lived clandestine lives need-
ed to keep their houses “clean” in case of a police search; in other words, 
much of the documentation was read and then destroyed, and as a result 
it is not available to researchers.6

This chapter will focus on two key issues of Trias Peitx’s exile. The first 
is the difficulty he faced as a Catalan Christian Democrat during his exile in 
France from 1939 to 1945, by following the fortunes of two projects that 
he led: the Comité national catholique de secours aux réfugiés d’Espagne 
and the project Pour la renaissance des villages abandonnés. These two 
ventures provide new insights into the interaction of the Catalan Chris-
tian Democrats with the French authorities and French society before and 
during the Second World War, as well as the relations that they established 
with other religious groups, in particular the Quakers (a topic unexplored 

4	 The key study for the role played by the UDC and Trias Peitx during the Spanish Second Republic 
and the Spanish Civil War is: Hilari Raguer, La Unió Democràtica de Catalunya i el seu temps: 
1931-1939 (Barcelona: Publicacions de l’Abadia de Montserrat, 1976).

5	 Gemma Caballer, Imma Tubella and Eduard Vinyamata, eds, La Solitud de la llibertat: memòries 
de Josep M. Trias i Peitx, secretari general d’Unió Democràtica de Catalunya durant la Guerra Civil 
(Sant Cugat del Vallès: Símbol, 2008).

6	 Ivan Bordetas and Anna Sánchez, L’antifranquisme oblidat: de la dissidència al comunisme revolu-
cionari, 1953-1972 (Barcelona: Base, 2019), 14.
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up to now). Furthermore, the leading role of this Catalan Christian Dem-
ocrat in two humanitarian initiatives of an internationalist nature, under 
the auspices of groups as different as Catholics and Quakers, forged an 
apprenticeship that would be paramount for the establishment at the end 
of 1944 of the Secours catholique international. This organisation was the 
embryo of the present-day Secours catholique français, the main charity 
arm of the Catholic Church in France.7 

The second issue is the evolution of Trias Peitx’s political ideology and 
his relations during his exile in France with his political party, the UDC. 
The chapter’s biographical approach will shed some light on the prob-
lems faced by the clandestine UDC and on the fragility of its relations with 
members like Trias Peitx who decided to remain in exile. Trias Peitx also 
exemplifies how the experience of exile can lead to diminishing return for 
political commitments that are maintained in exile. However, in the case 
of Trias Peitx, the causes underlying his transition from exile to emigrant 
were more linked to external factors – such as the party’s ideological evo-
lution and the resulting struggles for power, which moved him away from 
the ideological mainstream of his party – than to Trias Peitx’s express de-
sire to distance himself from the UDC. Until his death, Trias Peitx felt part 
of the UDC, despite the obvious ideological discrepancies.

The Catalan Christian Democrats in France: 
a history of mistrust

During the Spanish Civil War, the Catalan UDC members had remained 
faithful to the Republican government, and when Franco’s army entered 
Barcelona, they decided to flee in order to avoid reprisals. They arrived 
in a country, France, where the role that they had played in Spain was not 
well understood.8 Ferran Ruiz-Hébrard, a member of the Federation of 
Young Christians of Catalonia, expressed this clearly in a letter he sent from 
France after crossing the border: “Here, nobody understands us .... What a 
strange thing, those Catholics who flee from Franco”.9 Franco’s campaign 
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to denounce the religious persecutions in the Republic-controlled parts of 
Spain had been reported all over the world. The Spanish Catholic Church 
had been practically unanimous in supporting Franco and his “national 
crusade”. Why were these Catalan Christian Democrats fleeing at a time 
when Franco was winning the Civil War?

The idiosyncrasies of Catalan Christian Democracy were largely un-
known in France. Javier Tusell has talked of the movement as an “envi-
ronmental Christian Democracy”.10 In his view, Catalan Catholicism was 
“modern” in the first third of the twentieth century, in the sense of com-
bining the principles of Catalan nationalism, political democracy and the 
social doctrine of the Church.11 It dispensed with traditional clericalism 
and was much more open-minded than most Catholics elsewhere in Spain, 
with the notable exception of the Basque Country. A good example of the 
difference between Catalan and Spanish Catholics can be found in their 
distinct reactions to the fall of the monarchy. In Madrid, the more progres-
sive Catholics, understood here as pluralist, forward-looking and favour-
ing social reform, followed the doctrine of Leo XIII and were indifferent 
to the advent of the Republic, but the vast majority of Spanish Catholics 
were opposed to the new Republican regime. Indeed, the most extreme 
among them very soon began to conspire against it. In contrast, only one 
day after the proclamation of the Republic, on 15 April 1931, the editor 
of the Catalan newspaper El Matí12 wrote: “We breathe with satisfaction 
[...]; A legitimate power has emerged […]. Do not let this be or seem to be 
the regime of others. The Republic [...] must, of course, belong to all of us. 
Therefore, it is also ours”.13

Why this difference? According to Hilari Raguer, in Spain the opposi-
tion between Right and Left coincided almost completely with that be-
tween Monarchy and Republic, as well as clericalism and anti-clericalism. 
In Catalonia, possibly due to the influence of France, neither clericalism 
nor anti-clericalism existed to the same extent. Rather, indifference pre-
vailed. However, the persecution of Catalanism (a movement based on 
Catalan language, culture, identity and self-government) and of any kind 
of expression of Catalan identity under the dictatorship of José Antonio 
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Primo de Rivera (1923-31) had strengthened republican attitudes among 
Catalan Catholics, both among the clergy and the faithful. During those 
eight years, the dictatorship dissolved organisations like Els Pomells de 
Joventut, a youth organisation that promoted the Christian spirit and the 
purity of the Catalan language. The regime had also made it more difficult 
to preach in Catalan.

Through these forms of repression, Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship 
strengthened the support for democracy and republicanism among Cat-
alan Catholics, which led to a widening of the gulf between Catalan and 
Spanish Catholics generally.14 With the exception of a very active but small 
fundamentalist Catholic group, Catalan Catholics were broadly liberal, 
something that explains the positive reception of the Republican regime 
reported in El Matí. Thus, as Raguer has emphasised, most Catalan Cath-
olics welcomed the proclamation of the Republic and saw in the new re-
gime the most effective way to protect Catalan liberties.

This was the background to the creation of the UDC on 7 November 
1931. It was a Christian Democratic party and, above all, a Catalan nation-
alist party, decidedly republican and in favour of social reform. As such, it 
was the only specifically Christian Democratic party in Spain in the 1930s. 
Adopting the political language used elsewhere in Western Europe during 
the 1920s by groups like the short-lived Partito Popolare Italiano or the 
German Centre Party, its members referred to it as “a party of Catholics, 
but not the Catholic party”.15 Trias Peitx explicitly placed the non-confes-
sional UDC in this broader Western European context: “There was the 
German Zentrum, which we considered to be of a strong bourgeois and 
capitalist character. In France there had recently been the Sillon incident, 
and thereafter there was the Jeune République. In Italy there was Sturzo, 
a Christian Democrat, but we didn’t like the fact that the party was led 
by a priest”.16 Thus, while the UDC followed the doctrine of the Church, 
particularly its social doctrine, it did not maintain the characteristically 
close relations of confessional parties with the ecclesiastical hierarchy (as 
it happened, neither did the Italian priest Sturzo, who thereby incurred 
the Vatican’s ire). Crucially, the UDC did not defend the political principles 
of the ecclesiastical hierarchy in exchange for electoral support. In fact, 
the UDC never had any relationship with the hierarchy at the level of the 
episcopate, the Nunciature or the Holy See, nor did it receive ecclesiastical 
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blessing. In fact, in Catalonia the Church never recommended voting for 
the UDC. 

As Raguer has argued, the emergence of the UDC was thus the result of 
a process of evolution of Catalan Catholicism that had been seeking to free 
itself from what it saw as the reactionary fundamentalism widespread 
elsewhere in Spain, and to move towards a form of intellectual and politi-
cal modernisation that allowed it to dissociate itself from the monarchist 
and unionist parties which for a long time had seemed to be the only polit-
ical and electoral options open for all practising Catholics.17

In the light of these developments in the 1920s and 1930s, it is not 
surprising that the UDC, despite the revolutionary circumstances in the 
Republican area, opted to support the Republican government when the 
Spanish Civil War broke out in 1936. This did not prevent the party from 
criticising the religious persecution and uncontrolled violence unleashed 
on the Republican side. Due to its combination of Catholicism and Catal-
anism, the UDC incurred the wrath of both sides; its militants were har- 
assed by the Republicans, while one of its main leaders, Manuel Carras-
co i Formiguera, was shot in Burgos by the Franco authorities.18 Although 
Franco’s military uprising had no religious motivation, within days relig- 
ion had become an important factor in the war, and in the areas where 
the insurgents failed to gain control, religious persecution began almost 
instantly. In this revolutionary context, the majority of Spanish bishops 
supported the Francoists in a war that they termed a “crusade”, and Fran-
co made clever use of these religious overtures for the propaganda war he 
waged within Spain and abroad.19

The most significant actions carried out by Trias Peitx within the UDC 
took place during the Spanish Civil War and were related to the aid, pro-
tection and rescue of people persecuted for reasons of conscience within 
the Republican zone, actions described as heroic by the historian Hilari 
Raguer.20 Trias Peitx also stood out under the orders of the Minister of 
Justice Manuel de Irujo – of the Basque Nationalist Party – for his efforts 
to re-establish the cult in the Republican zone, as well as his attempts to 
re-establish diplomatic relations between the Republic and the Holy See. 
Trias Peitx and his UDC colleagues played a prominent role during the 
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Spanish Civil War in attempting to control the arbitrary acts, murders and 
other violence perpetrated against the Catholic Church, which Francoist 
propaganda used to try to project a uniform view of a “red” Spain.

The success of that propaganda largely explains why, upon their arriv-
al in France, Ruiz-Hébrard and others were surprised that no one there 
understood why Catalan Catholics were actually fleeing from Franco. The 
news that reached French Catholics concerning the murdered priests and 
the burned-down churches caused great indignation, and it seemed im-
possible that there could be Spanish Catholics who had fought beside the 
“reds”.21 René Rémond has stated that, initially, all French Catholics man-
ifested such a right-wing reaction.22 Little by little, however, discordant 
voices began to be heard, such as exiles from fascist Italy like Sturzo or, lat-
er, Jacques Maritain. Maritain was not the only French Catholic who criti-
cised the “crusade”, but he was the most prominent and influential among 
those Catholic critics; he managed to mobilise considerable support but 
also attracted criticism for his moderate position. As Maurice Duverger 
has argued, to be for or against Franco became a dividing line between the 
Right and the Left in French politics for years to come.23

Humanitarian work in France, 1939-45

In addition to widespread ignorance of the political situation in Catalonia, 
there was a deep general mistrust of refugees in France. More general-
ly, French society was divided between those who defended the right of 
Spanish refugees to asylum at any cost and, on the other hand, those who 
demanded a policy of immediate repatriation. France had many domestic 
problems – national security, the economy and the state of maintaining 
public order in a deeply divided society – and so refugees were not a prior-
ity. In fact, France in 1939 teetered on the edge of a precipice: the electoral 
victory of the Popular Front in March 1936 had increased unrest among 
conservatives, and at the same time, it had no forceful response to the ag-
gressive foreign policy of Nazi Germany. Surrounded by three fascist re-
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gimes – Germany, Italy and now Spain – the French government was keen 
to generate as little conflict as possible in its response to the Spanish ref-
ugee crisis.24 Moreover, the Third Republic officially recognised Franco’s 
Nationalist government on 26 February 1939 pursuant to the Bérard-Jor-
dana Accords. As Jordi Guixé has pointed out, “with these pacts, France 
sealed the fate of the Spanish Second Republic”.25 From that moment on, 
events accelerated, and the consequences of the pact for the Spanish exiles 
were profound: they were personae non gratae both in their homeland 
and in the country where they sought refuge. As the title of Francesc Vila-
nova’s study reflects, the Spanish exiles were “entre la espada y la pared”: 
that is, between the devil and the deep blue sea.26

Amidst these adverse circumstances, two internationalist humanitar-
ian projects practically unknown to this day were launched – one led by 
Catholics, the other by Protestants. Trias Peitx played a leading role in 
both. The first began in February 1939. With the support of the French 
ecclesiastical hierarchy, Trias Peitx and other exiled members of the UDC 
set up the Comité national catholique de secours aux réfugiés d’Espagne, 
under the umbrella of the Comité national catholique de secours aux 
Basques, founded in 1937. This committee had the same honorary presi-
dents – Cardinal Jean Verdier and Maurice Feltin, Archbishops of Paris and 
Bordeaux respectively – and the same president, Clément Joseph Mathieu, 
Bishop of Aire and Dax. Beyond the ecclesiastical hierarchy, the Commit-
tee also received the support of French Catholic intellectuals like François 
Mauriac, Jacques Maritain and Marc Sangnier.27 It was organised by two 
UDC members – Trias Peitx and Maurici Serrahima – and the president 
of the Federation of Young Christians of Catalonia, Ferran Ruiz-Hébrard, 
with three objectives in mind.28 Firstly, it sought to re-unite Spanish fam-
ilies who had been separated by the French authorities after crossing the 
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frontier. Working with a list of more than 150,000 names, by June 1939 
the committee had managed to bring together more than a thousand ref-
ugee families. Secondly, the committee worked to relocate children living 
in camps into colonies with better accommodation and living conditions.

The committee’s final goal was to organise work contracts for the Span-
ish internees which would allow them to leave the camps. This step marked 
the origins of the Labour Service, of which Trias Peitx became the director. 
On the eve of the Second World War, as more and more French nationals 
were mobilised, the refugees began to be seen as a pool for filling jobs that 
fell vacant as the French were enlisted. Thus, the committee established 
close relations with French businesses, and in the different refugee camps 
they organised a system of practical tests and exams to ensure that jobs 
were offered to people with suitable professional qualifications. As time 
passed, French companies were more prepared to take on former UDC 
militants and sympathisers on seeing that they could be trusted and that 
they did not associate with the anarchists and communists who had also 
fled Spain.29 The committee’s extreme caution in its role in finding jobs 
for its members is also strongly reflected in its correspondence. Its letters 
often include exhortations not to “send a bandit” or requests to “send me 
information about very trustworthy people”.30

The committee operated between February 1939 and June 1940, when 
it ran out of funds. It is estimated that, due to its work, 26,350 Spaniards 
received work contracts and were able to leave the camps.31 The commit-
tee’s work proved useful for the French economy, but it remained ham-
pered by the continued suspicion among French authorities that it had 
“red” political leanings, despite its links with members of the French 
Church hierarchy. Those who worked for the committee continually com-
plained of interference from the French civilian and military authorities: 
difficulties in obtaining safe-conduct documents,32 pressure to return ref-
ugees to Spain, or threats to force Spanish refugees to work in camps or 
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to send them to the colonies.33 Indeed, to quote Guixé, “the French Sûreté 
Nationale closely surveyed and controlled the Spanish refugees”.34

The second initiative in which Trias Peitx played a leading role was 
Pour la renaissance des villages abandonnés (For the Rebirth of Aban-
doned Villages). This was actually a Quaker-supported project that began 
in late 1940 and ended in 1944. The collaboration started in the French 
refugee camps, where Trias Peitx worked closely with the Quakers as the 
head of the committee’s Labour Service. The Quakers played a very im-
portant role in refugee camps in southern France, and they maintained 
strong relationships with all kinds of humanitarian organisations. 

Thus, the fact that Trias Peitx was a Catholic was not a problem and 
did not prevent him from becoming supervisor of the project Pour la re-
naissance des villages abandonnés and Delegate Manager of the SÉCAL 
(Société d’études et de coopération artisanale Lorraine), the organisation 
in charge of managing the instructions for production sent out to villag-
es.35 This ambitious plan aimed to repopulate semi-abandoned villages 
in France with displaced people from Alsace-Lorraine, but Spanish refu-
gees also participated. People from Alsace-Lorraine were chosen for the 
project because of the vast numbers of refugees from that area: it is es-
timated that, during the so-called “phoney war” of 1939-40, the French 
government evacuated half a million people from that border region to the 
south and west of France. Following the armistice and the annexation of 
Alsace-Lorraine by Nazi Germany, many of these evacuees saw no hope of 
returning to their homes. The French authorities were especially generous 
towards refugees from Alsace-Lorraine – a reaction which, as Frédérique 
Barbara has suggested, may have reflected collective feelings of guilt re-
garding the fate of this refugee group.36

The two villages that were repopulated – Puycelsi and Penne – were 
situated in the Tarn Department, near a forest that would provide wood. 
The aim of the project was to start a furniture industry in Puycelsi and 
a wooden toy industry in Penne. The initiative began in the free zone of 
France but continued after the Nazis responded to the Allied landing in 
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North Africa by taking over the whole of the country in November 1942. 
In both periods, relations with the authorities and with the inhabitants of 
the zone were difficult: many locals were wary of the plan, and the local 
authorities were obstructive, both economically and administratively. De-
spite the expressly apolitical nature of the Quakers’ activities, the French 
authorities and many inhabitants were suspicious of their intentions; 
their reticence towards the Quakers was exacerbated by the presence of 
Spaniards. Howard E. Kershner, who coordinated the Quaker aid, later ob-
served in his memoirs that “any organization engaged in helping Span-
iards was looked upon with suspicion”.37

Moreover, Trias Peitx and the Quakers also had to face the problem of 
lobbying by the radical Right at the local level. As Javier Cervera has point-
ed out, pro-Nazi or pro-fascist French organisations and groups provid-
ed information to the local authorities not just about Jews, but also about 
people and groups whom they considered to be leftists or “Spanish reds”.38 
This also occurred in Puycelsi: one of the reports from members of the 
Légion française des combattants, sent to the Prefect of the Tarn Depart-
ment and dated 19 May 1943, described the Quakers as a “sect” and their 
activities as “sinister”.39 The report defined Trias Peitx as a “communist” 
and alleged that he was romantically involved with (not married to) Clara 
Candiani, daughter of Pierre Mille, a well-known writer and journalist 
with left-wing political views, when he had in fact married her in 1939. 
Thus, the French authorities and radical Right organisations continued to 
make the lives of Trias Peitx and the Quakers difficult even though their 
activities were clearly well-intentioned and arguably had positive effects 
not just for the refugees, but for the local French population as well.

The balance of the two initiatives was clearly positive. At the head of 
the Labour Service of the Committee, 26,350 Spanish refugees were able 
to leave the camps to be integrated into the French economy, thus avoiding 
compulsory repatriation to Franco’s Spain or conscription into the French 
Foreign Workers’ Companies (or subsequent Foreign Workers’ Groups), 
or deportation to the colonies. Leading the project “Pour la renaissance 
des villages abandonnés”, he gave to refugees of different nationalities 
a chance to start a new life in war-torn France: Puycelsi tripled its pop-
ulation during this period, and Penne doubled in size. Meanwhile, little 
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more than 250 kilometres from these two towns, 50,000 Spaniards were 
interned in the Rivesaltes camp in the summer of 1940; two years later, 
the deportation of Jews began from that same camp. In spite of all these 
difficulties, between 1941 and 1944, the initiative of Trias Peitx and the 
Quakers created a small oasis in the middle of the Second World War. Fur-
thermore, the learning process in these two initiatives served as the basis 
for the formation of the Secours catholique international in 1944, an or-
ganisation that was born with the goal of growing into an international 
Catholic charity that would facilitate global Catholic collaboration in the 
service of postwar reconstruction, both material and spiritual.40

Trias Peitx and the UDC: exile versus clandestine 
activity

When the Second World War ended, Trias Peitx decided not to return to 
Catalonia. He continued his life in Paris with his wife, where he founded 
the teaching movement Le Musée à l’École and edited the L’ Amour de l’art 
magazine. He launched businesses linked to the world of discography and 
was one of the founders of the Association des journalistes pour l’informa-
tion sur le développement (vaincre la faim). Moreover, from the middle of 
the 1960s until his death in 1979, he held the position of Technical Adviser 
of the Comité Français pour la Campagne Mondiale contre la Faim, which 
promoted efficient protein consumption in the Third World.41

Trias Peitx also worked on projects directly related to Catalonia, includ-
ing his project for the creation of a Universitat Lliure Mediterrània Ramon 
Llull. He hoped to organise a university based in France but of a Catalan, 
European, Mediterranean and above all international profile, with close 
contacts with the countries of the Arab Mediterranean. In the early 1970s, 
he believed that the importance of Arab countries and hence of learning 
Arabic would grow very fast: “In 10 years’ time […] you will have to know 
Arabic, like today, French, English or Spanish, and it will probably be more 
useful for you than Russian or Chinese […]. What I am proposing”, Tri-
as Peitx continued, “is that we, Catalans, address this neglect with a bold 
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initiative”.42 However, despite establishing contact with influential Cata-
lan and French leaders, Trias Peitx’s university project eventually came to 
nothing.

Throughout his life in exile, full of projects and activities, the correspon-
dence with his friend and party colleague Maurici Serrahima reveals that 
his close emotional identification with Catalonia never waned. In 1955 he 
complained, “Give me news of yours, of your wife, whom I remember [...] 
... and of our friends. I am living in a chilling silence of voices of my home-
land”.43 In spite of his attempts to keep himself informed of developments 
in Catalonia and to participate in projects from the outside, he was unable 
to maintain close relations with people who had stayed in or returned to 
Spain. From the late 1940s onwards it was difficult to re-establish con-
tacts with former UDC party colleagues who were still alive. During the 
Civil War and the early stages of exile, some leading UDC members had 
come to dislike Trias Peitx, criticising him for trying to dominate the party 
and usurping powers for himself as its General Secretary during the Span-
ish Civil War. Joan Baptista Roca i Caball, for instance, a co-founder of the 
UDC who returned to Spain in 1942 and then participated in the party’s 
clandestine reconstruction, and Miquel Coll i Alentorn, who had joined 
the UDC in 1932 and much later became president of the Parliament of 
Catalonia after the transition to democracy, both attacked Trias Peitx for 
adopting a form of personal rule in the party.

During the war Trias Peitx also began to work as an intermediary be-
tween the Basque Catholics, especially the Basque minister in the Repub-
lican government, Manuel de Irujo, and the Church hierarchy. Trias Peitx 
worked to save individuals in danger and to arrange the exchange of hos-
tages. At the same time, through the Archbishop of Paris, Cardinal Jean 
Verdier, he helped to set up informal diplomatic relations between the 
Holy See and the Republican government. However, Irujo put an end to 
Trias Peitx’s diplomatic role as he believed that the Catalan UDC politician 
had overstepped his role as a mere intermediary.44

Similarly, when he left Spain in January 1939, some of Trias Peitx’s 
activities in the Comité national catholique de secours aux réfugiés d’Es-
pagne had a markedly political character. Other UDC colleagues in exile 
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disapproved, as they had decided that Pau Romeva should instead take the 
lead in establishing political relations in exile; Romeva, a Catalan educator, 
writer and politician was after all the only UDC member who had been 
a member of the Catalan parliament.45 Finally, Trias Peitx’s marriage to 
Clara Candiani, a left-wing journalist working for La Dépêche and a divor-
cee and single mother, did little to endear him to the socially conservative 
UDC members.

Trias Peitx’s initial decision to remain in France, added to all the pre-
ceding factors, contributed to create a huge barrier for cooperation with 
other party members who returned to Spain upon receiving guarantees 
that they would not be imprisoned. To a large extent thanks to his mar-
riage, unlike many other exiles Trias Peitx was able to restart his profes-
sional and social life in France. After the end of the Second World War, it 
became clear that the Franco regime would not collapse as fascist Italy 
and Nazi Germany had done; in fact, the dictatorship consolidated power 
and subsequently overcame its international isolation. The Franco regime 
eliminated the use of fascist rhetoric but remained totalitarian in charac-
ter; in this situation, Trias Peitx preferred to remain in exile in France.

Additionally, the changing dynamics within the party in Catalonia also 
sped the rupture between Trias Peitx and other UDC members. The Law 
of Political Responsibilities of 9 February 1939, which forbade political 
activity, explicitly included the UDC among the 23 prohibited parties and 
organisations, and the party’s clandestine activities thereafter were rid-
den with difficulties. The UDC leaders Miquel Coll i Alentorn, Joan B. Roca 
i Caball, Pau Romeva and Maurici Serrahima had to reorganise the party in 
order to secure its survival in Franco’s Spain. With the return of the exiled 
leaders, party activities started once more in 1942, but were aimed mainly 
at strengthening cultural resistance to the Franco regime. In the 1950s, 
the UDC became more active, and an internal debate eventually generat-
ed two currents within the party. The majority, led by Miquel Coll i Alen-
torn and Anton Cañellas, supported Jacques Maritain’s notion of integral 
humanism and advocated more prudent clandestine action. Meanwhile, 
Maurici Serrahima and Josep Benet favoured more active opposition and, 
advocating Emmanuel Mounier’s personalism, considered the strategic 
option of establishing contacts with non-Christians, even to the extent of 
“breaking the taboo of non-cooperation with communists”.46 As Joan B. 
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Culla has shown, all these disagreements placed Benet and Serrahima on 
the margins of the party.47

Trias Peitx’s relations with the clandestine UDC were affected by its 
internal divisions within Catalonia. Trias Peitx had close ties with Serrahi-
ma, which made his position in exile even more peripheral. Moreover, he 
received young sympathisers in Paris who were keen to know his views 
on the situation in Catalonia. One of those was in fact Benet, who sub-
sequently opposed the party’s more conservative wing in his attempt to 
play a central role in the party.48 The leaders of the UDC majority, Coll and 
Roca, were suspicious of Trias Peitx’s links with Serrahima and Benet. 
The wounds from this internal conflict remained open, and Trias Peitx 
was never again able to play a central role in his party from his exile in 
France. However, despite the fact that being relegated to the fringes for the 
UDC had a negative influence on his political activity, with his biography 
coming to resemble that of an emigrant rather than an exile, Trias Peitx 
continued to work and collaborate with anyone who asked for his help in 
highlighting – from exile – the repression faced by Catalonia.

When Trias Peitx did play a leading role in a major project in exile, it 
was in fact thanks to the much younger Benet. In July 1960 they created 
the Comité de défense du Dr. Pujol et des catholiques persécutés de Bar-
celone in France, which organised a solidarity movement that emerged 
following the court-martial of Jordi Pujol i Soley, later to be leader of the 
Convergència Democràtica de Catalunya from 1974 to 2003, and Francesc 
Pizón, following the Fets del Palau. At this festival, the singing of the Cat-
alan poet Joan Maragall’s El cant de la Senyera by some of the audience in 
the presence of Francoist ministers led to severe reprisals, including the 
prosecution of Pujol, who had organised the festival. 

The subsequent trial triggered a strong solidarity movement in sup-
port of the prisoners, both within Catalonia and throughout the Catalan 
communities in exile, and Benet asked Trias Peitx to organise it from Paris. 
The committee sent circulars to key politicians and intellectuals in France, 
including François Mauriac and Robert Schuman, to inform them of the 
suffering of Spanish Catholics under the Franco regime.49 The creation of 
this committee generated a strong reaction in Spain, where the journalist 
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José Ricart Torrens published an aggressive article in Arriba (the ideolog-
ical organ of the fascist movement Falange Española de las JONS)50 which 
was fiercely critical of the initiative.51 The article sparked a great deal of 
controversy, so that Trias Peitx translated it into French and circulated it 
in France with the aim of further internationalising the conflict.52 He also 
maintained correspondence on the subject with Josep Maria Batista i Roca, 
another Catalan politician in exile, head of the Consell Nacional Català es-
tablished in London. In a letter to Trias Peitx, Batista i Roca stressed that 
“it is a good tactic to highlight the Catholicism of all these young people 
to help undo the great lie of Franco’s ‘Crusade’ fighting only against the 
communist opposition”.53 These words by Batista i Roca highlight a partic-
ularly relevant aspect: with the consolidation of Francoism, a confessional 
state was being established, where once again the Christian Democrat ele-
ments of the UDC were to be marginalised and persecuted. 

The common denominator of this repression – marked, for example, 
by the tragic fate of the UDC member Carrasco i Formiguera, shot in Bur-
gos by the Franco authorities – was Trias Peitx’s defence of the culture 
and freedoms of Catalonia. The persecution of any kind of manifestation 
of Catalan culture and identity was one of the pillars of Franco’s regime – 
and not only the fight against the communist opposition, as regime propa-
ganda was keen to suggest.54 For many Catalan exiles of different political 
tendencies, highlighting this reality and defending the freedoms wrested 
away from Catalonia became the driving force behind their exile. At this 
point, we can establish a certain parallel with the Basque nationalists and 
their demands for a free Basque Country – a central concept of the Aguirre 
Doctrine – although in the case of the Catalan Christian Democrats this 
demand could not be articulated as early as in the Basque case, nor did the 
Catalans have the backing of a strong political party, aspects that adversely 
influenced their efforts.55
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The 1976 UDC Congress: 
the voice of the homeland from exile 

On 20 November 1975, Franco died, leaving Spain to face an unclear fu-
ture. The political parties took advantage of the resulting uncertainty and 
quickly established their positions in the new scenario. On 12 June 1976 
in Barcelona, the UDC held the first congress of any Catalan political party 
since the Spanish Civil War. At what it counted as its fifth congress, the 
UDC sought to develop a structure and programme for the forthcoming 
legalisation of political parties. Although the party’s statutes established 
that only delegates could attend congresses, in this exceptional case all 
members were invited to participate.

Trias Peitx was also invited to the congress, but he remained faithful to 
his promise only to return to Catalonia when the Generalitat, the highest 
governing body of Catalonia, had been re-established following the re-en-
actment of the 1932 Statute of Autonomy. Trias Peitx sent a long speech 
to the congress, however, which began with the words, “I bring to the con-
gress the voice of the homeland from exile”. In his speech he focused on the 
political situation in Spain, the internationalisation of Catalonia, the role 
of Barcelona as its capital for Catalonia’s projection abroad, the challenge 
of integrating immigrants and the question of freedom of association.56

Beyond reflecting on these general problems, Trias Peitx was especially 
concerned about the definition of the UDC as a Christian Democratic party. 
In his speech, after recalling the UDC’s founding reference points – move-
ments such as the Jeune République of Marc Sangnier, or Italy’s Partito 
Popolare – he opposed the UDC’s new Declaration of Principles, which he 
considered to be too conservative. In his opinion, Christian Democracy 
was in decline in Europe because of what he regarded as its confessional-
ism and connivance with the Catholic hierarchy. Trias Peitx was especially 
critical of the strong opposition of the Church to the western Communist 
parties. Pointing to the example of the Italian Eurocommunists, he claimed 
that the Italian Catholic hierarchy’s opposition to it “accentuates the de-
cline of Italian Christian Democracy”. Trias Peitx claimed that the Church’s 
structures were anachronistic, that it sought merely to preserve its pre-
rogatives, and that it was necessary for “the poorest and most religious 
popular masses to abandon the bosom of the Church if they wish to follow 
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the path of better collective well-being”. He concluded: “Today, Christian 
Democracy is the most conservative democratic political force in Europe”. 

Consequently, Trias Peitx believed that the UDC should not define it-
self as a Christian Democratic party nor that it should associate forms of 
Spanish Christian Democracy centred on Madrid. However, with these 
views, especially the notion of rapprochement with the Left (including the 
communists) Trias Peitx once more found himself in an ideological limbo, 
opposed to the clear majority in the UDC. As Barberà has pointed out, the 
UDC’s main challenge at its 1976 Congress was precisely to define what 
role it would play in Spanish politics. Most members strongly favoured 
cooperation with what they hoped would be a strong Christian Demo-
cratic political force at the national Spanish level.57 The minority in the 
UDC subscribed to the approach of the Basque Nationalist Party: to focus 
on Catalan politics, and not to prioritise participation in Spanish politics. 
Trias Peitx personally went so far as to affirm the total independence of 
the Catalan parties from those of Madrid. In his memoirs, put together 
with the help of interviews conducted in Paris between 1973 and 1976, he 
concluded, “If I were to come to Barcelona now, I could not be a member 
of Unió Democràtica de Catalunya. I would have to be from far beyond”.58 
He kept his promise and did not return to Catalonia. He died on 7 August 
1979 in Prades, in France – paradoxically, on the day of the agreement on 
the Statute of Catalonia, which paved the way for the restoration of Cata-
lan autonomy.

Conclusion

As the historian Josep Maria Figueres has put it, from 1931 to 1975 the 
UDC and Trias Peitx navigated between resisting the anti-clerical tenden-
cies of anarchism, republicanism and later, totalitarianism as well.59 Fol-
lowing Trias Peitx’s exile in January 1939, we can identify two different 
periods. The first lasted from 1939 to 1945, when he, a Catalan Christian 
Democrat living in exile in France, embraced humanitarian work in spite 
of the prevailing socio-economic and political circumstances that became 
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increasingly hostile during the Second World War.60 The second period be-
gan in 1945 and lasted until his death in 1979. 

The two humanitarian aid initiatives to help refugees that he headed 
from 1939 to 1945, to which we can add his role as ideological force be-
hind the genesis of the Secours catholique international, highlights “one of 
the major interpretative problems that face the historian of refugee move-
ments, for they imply that the status of a person as forced migrant, evac-
uee or refugee may well depend more on their attitude of mind and their 
decision-making capacity – their inner world – than on their classification 
by state administrative bodies”.61 Trias Peitx was a refugee in France, a 
politician in exile who was in a much better position than the hundreds 
of thousands of anonymous refugees who arrived in the country, but it is 
clear that his main objective in January 1939 was to work – together with 
his wife, Clara Candiani – to help the other refugees who were not in such 
a privileged situation. This made the first period of his exile different, and 
also led to the emergence of the leader described by Phryné Pigenet: “Der-
rière sa personnalité exubérante, Trias Peitx révèle des grandes qualités 
d’organisateur et de meneur d’homme”.62

After the war he settled in Paris and started a new life, but always tried 
to remain in touch with his party and with Catalonia. Increasingly, howev-
er, it proved difficult to keep up relations with the clandestine UDC. Initial-
ly, the UDC’s activities were very much limited by the political repression 
after the war and the lack of freedom of speech and political organisation.63 
Moreover, the deep internal conflicts in the UDC affected Trias Peitx’s ac-
tivities in exile: the fact that his contacts in the party were mainly among 
the minority on the Left marginalised him still further. 

Although the archival sources consulted for this chapter have revealed 
much about Trias Peitx’s activities in France and his links with UDC mem-
bers who remained in Spain or returned there, they shed little light on his 
contacts with French politicians and parties. It appears that these links 
were not especially significant. This is noteworthy because Astrid Bar-
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rio has claimed that “one of the most characteristic aspects of the UDC 
throughout the years of Franco’s regime was the richness of its interna-
tional contacts resulting from its affiliation to Christian Democracy, one of 
the strongest ideological currents after the Second World War”.64 Indeed, 
the UDC soon established contacts with other European parties and, from 
1951 onwards, repeatedly applied to join the Nouvelles Équipes Interna-
tionales (NEI).65 

From the freedom of his exile in France, Trias Peitx could potentially 
have played a key role in these relations, as the French Mouvement Répu- 
blicain Populaire played a leading role in transnational networks at least 
until 1958. It may be, however, that Trias Peitx’s role in the internal party 
strife meant that the UDC leadership did not take advantage of his con-
tacts.66 It is also plausible that his marriage with Candiani, linked to the 
political Left in France, shaped his contacts and networks in Paris after 
1945; according to Jaume Lorés, the UDC leadership regarded Trias Peitx 
“exiled and in permanent contact with the French Catholic Left, with sus-
picion”.67 This caution attributed to his party may help us to understand 
the paltry political gain that the UDC obtained from Trias Peitx during his 
exile, an assessment that may lead us to consider him more an emigrant 
than an exile. 

And yet, this was never Trias Peitx’s perception of his situation. Trias 
Peitx felt alienated from the party against his will, but he carried out the 
actions of a political exile when demanded. He continued to think of him-
self like an exile, as is clear, for example, in the words with which he began 
his participation in the 1976 UDC congress: “I bring to the congress the 
voice of the homeland from exile”. These conflicts in turn may well have 
strengthened his critical attitude to European Christian Democracy as ex-
pressed in his speech sent to the 1976 UDC congress and in his memoirs. 
In any case, although Trias Peitx still felt part of the UDC community until 
the end of his life, by the 1970s his political thinking had undergone a 
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shift to the left which could not easily be reconciled with the majority view  
either in the UDC or in the broader context of western European Christian 
Democracy.



Janusz Śleszyński’s United States-issued Affidavit of Nationality dated 29 June 1956.
[Document in the possession of the Sleszynski family and reproduced with permission]
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POLISH CHRISTIAN YOUTH  
IN THE COLD WAR
A Generation’s Potential Lost in Exile

Sławomir Łukasiewicz

 

Without an influx of young activists, a political party will sooner or lat-
er start losing its potential and its position. One of the mechanisms that 
allows a political party to retain its freshness and periodically revive its 
political capacity is to create and maintain so-called youth wings. A study 
carried out in the years 1960 to 1989 showed clearly that, among the or-
ganisations affiliated with European political parties, the largest numbers 
of members were found in those that brought together young people and 
women.1 Youth organisations, in which the age criterion applies, by default 
perform auxiliary political functions,2 yet they have a wider range of roles 
to play. They are an area of competition between parties, they reinforce 
socialisation processes, they help in recruiting future leaders and party 
experts, and they allow for staff substitution, especially of the leaders.3

This state of affairs is confirmed by research concerning young Polish 
Christian Democrats, who are the subject of this chapter. Although Chris-
tian Democracy is a political formation whose roots go back to the late 
nineteenth century, the emigration wave across Europe and the Cold War 
divide emerging in the wake of World War II led to the emergence of com-
pletely new types of activism by Christian Democratic youth wings. Op-
erating under conditions of exile, the Christian Democratic youth organ-
isations had to adapt to three political systems: a system in their native 
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country, from which they were pushed out; a diasporic emigration system, 
which was a form of residual continuation of the inter-war and war-time 
Polish political structures; and finally the systems of their host countries. 
At the crossroads of these political realities, young Christian Democrats 
quickly discovered tempting opportunities for international activities – 
with the support of their countries of settlement – by creating transna-
tional exile initiatives or by joining international organisations. The com-
mon feature of these projects was their reference to Christian values and 
the fight against their principal political antagonist, communism.

In this chapter, we reconstruct the structures and the main qualities, 
as well as vectors of activism, of young Polish Christian Democrats in the 
conditions of Cold War exile. The first section deals with the tradition of 
Polish Christian Democratic parties and their exile structures, since over-
looking these facts makes it difficult to understand the phenomenon of 
youth organisations as such. Christian Democracy – in the institutional 
form of the Polish Christian Labour Party (Stronnictwo Pracy, SP) – was 
one of the strongest Polish political groups during World War II, but it 
suffered disintegration after 1945. The consequences of its fragmenta-
tion, the social composition of its component groups, the goals they pur-
sued and actions they undertook are studied in a subsequent part of the 
chapter. Next, we scrutinise different types of international activities of 
the young Christian Democratic exiles, including participation in Cold War 
youth campaigns, cooperation with other emigrant youth organisations 
from Central Europe, international cooperation for the cause of the unifi-
cation of Europe or international cooperation projects in Latin America.4 

The outline for this study was constructed on the basis of my research 
in private collections and conversations with Stanisław Gebhardt, one of 
the most prominent and active young Christian Democrats (b. 1928) in the 
1940s and 1950s.5 Equally important is the collection of correspondence 
discovered in the archives of the Polish Institute of Arts and Sciences of 
America (PIASA), which I had an opportunity to re-examine in January 
2018. In this chapter, I quote documents from the Institute’s own collec-

4	 This chapter draws in part on an earlier study published in Polish over fifteen years ago: Sła-
womir Łukasiewicz, “Młodzi polscy chadecy na emigracji,” Zeszyty Historyczne (Paris), no. 163 
(2005): 50-99. In the interim, the source base has been dramatically expanded, leading to new 
conclusions and this new text.

5	 A record of conversations with Stanisław Gebhardt in the author’s archive. “Stanisław Mie-
czysław Gebhardt,” in Ewa Prządka, ed, Świadectwa: Testimonianze, Vol. 4: Pro publico bono: 
Polityczna, społeczna i kulturalna działalność Polaków w Rzymie w XX wieku (Rome: Fondazione 
Romana Marchesa J.S. Umiastowska, 2006), 321-322.
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7	 Ryszard Gajewski, Karol Popiel 1887-1977 (Suwałki: Wyższa Szkoła Służby Społecznej im. Księ-
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tion, but also from the bequest of Karol Popiel, President of the Polish 
Christian Labour Party, without whose consent no binding decision could 
have been made in the group. 

The new sources show how throughout the 1940s and 1950s the po-
tential of young Polish Christian Democrats grew in virtually all political 
contexts (home country, exile countries, international politics), and then 
how it dispersed and finally waned. Individual politicians gradually ceased 
to be “young” Christian Democrats, and thus youth organisations as such 
disappeared – a process that played out over the course of the 1960s. 
Only a few individuals were able to continue playing significant roles after 
reaching political “adulthood”. After the collapse of the communist system, 
and after half a century of functioning in extreme exile conditions, Chris-
tian Democrats lacked adequate young staff that could provide fodder for 
the renewal of the party’s presence in Poland. 

Polish Christian Democratic parties in Cold War exile 

In interwar Poland, Christian Democratic formations made up a diverse 
mosaic. It was only in 1937 that they managed to unite under the ban-
ner of the Polish Christian Labour Party. For this new Christian party, the 
outbreak of World War II was a turning point. Previously in opposition, 
marginalised by the ruling elites under Piłsudski, forced to emigrate, it 
suddenly became a pillar of the emigration government led by General 
Władysław Sikorski. After 1939, the Polish Christian Labour Party was 
among the most significant political groups both in exile and in Poland.6 
This period of relative consolidation of the party and its increased influ-
ence ended with the close of World War II. Three main factions emerged 
from the London-based exile SP structures. The first split resulted from 
the decision taken by the party leaders to return to Poland. This was, 
above all, the decision of Karol Popiel, a legendary figure and a former 
political prisoner in interwar Poland, a minister in the war-time govern-
ment in exile and undoubtedly one of the most prominent politicians of 
this formation.7 On the other hand, the so-called SP Foreign Committee, 
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headed by General Józef Haller, a veteran of the struggle for independence 
in World War I, stayed in exile.8

Furthermore, following Popiel’s departure, the Christian Social Move-
ment (Ruch Chrześcijańsko Społeczny, RCS) was founded in London in 
1946. It focused on trade unionism and educational initiatives. Looking 
for sources of funding, its leaders turned to, among others, the American 
bishops of the National Catholic Welfare Conference (NCWC) in Washing-
ton, DC, declaring that, in the face of the growing impact of communist 
ideology on the youth, the RCS prioritises the issue of education “among 
the young generation in which the main fundaments [sic] are scouts and 
young Catholic workers”.9 The formation presented itself as a movement, 
the implication being that establishing a political party – with its “essen-
tial drive [...] towards effective power struggle” – does not make sense in 
the context of emigration.10 Many other young emigrants, including those 
who founded political movements, thought similarly, although sooner or 
later all these formations joined the mainstream of political competition 
and transformed into formal political parties.11 

The founders of RCS intended it to be a youth movement. In 1948 it 
even had its own youth representation within the organisation Jeunesse 
Éuropéenne “Juventus”.12 However, in terms of members’ age, we can at 
best talk about a movement of thirty- and forty-year-olds. Moreover, the 
statute of the organisation provided for the so-called elders’ supervision 
of the work of the RCS; these elders held on to their posts for life.13 Among 
the members of the RCS, we find Konrad Sieniewicz, the right-hand man 
of Karol Popiel, suggesting that the RCS was in fact a political youth wing 
of the SP.14

Successive splits within Polish Christian Democracy coincided with 
the political divides within the Polish émigré community, caused by the 
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dispute over the succession to president-in-exile Władysław Raczkiewicz, 
who died in 1947. Within three years, three opposing exile decision-mak-
ing centres emerged. In response to these splits, a smaller group of Chris-
tian Democrats led by Stanisław Sopicki and Hugon Hanke broke away 
from General Haller’s faction in the autumn of 1951. The attempts under-
taken by the remaining minority of Haller’s group to reach an agreement 
with Karol Popiel’s SP ended in fiasco. Young Christian Democrats, includ-
ing Stanisław Gebhardt, took an active part in these talks, too.15 

In subsequent years, individual factions of the SP were subject to fur-
ther re-grouping. There were both splits and attempts at unification.16 
An important turning point was the scandal surrounding Hugon Hanke, 
who represented the third faction of the Christian Democrats, supporting 
the government in exile.17 Hanke was successfully recruited by the intel-
ligence services of the Polish People’s Republic, and he decided to return 
to Poland. This incident caused a real political earthquake, mainly due to 
the fact that he had been prime minister in the government in exile. Yet 
his repatriation also had significant consequences for the functioning of 
Christian Democracy in exile. First of all, it cast a shadow of suspicion on 
his faction and dashed the prospects for reconciliation among the vari-
ous factions. As far as Haller’s faction is concerned, it was only when he 
died that the remains of the faction united with Karol Popiel’s group at the 
Rome Congress in 1965.18 

The splits among the Christian Democrats were fastidiously fuelled by 
the security apparatus of the People’s Republic of Poland throughout the 
Cold War era. For example, the communists exploited a crisis triggered by 
the early 1956 trip to Poland by an important member of the SP leader-
ship, Seweryn Eustachiewicz.19 Deluding himself into thinking that it was 
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possible to enter into a reasoned debate with the leaders of the People’s 
Republic of Poland regarding the reactivation of Christian Democracy in 
(communist) Poland, Eustachiewicz decided to embark on a trip to Po-
land. Despite substantial efforts at secrecy, the journey was discovered 
and publicised. This put the entire SP in a troublesome situation, irrespec-
tive of the fact that Eustachiewicz had relinquished his post in the party 
before his departure for Poland. The story had an adverse impact on the 
whole party, but Eustachiewicz’s problems and his imminent death were 
particularly detrimental for the young Christian Democrats, for whom he 
served as liaison with the “adult” SP.

Christian Democratic youth

Young Christian Democrats were part of a larger phenomenon, i.e. of the 
Cold War emigration from Poland. This emigration settled mainly in the 
countries of Western Europe and the USA, and it had a specific gender, age 
and social structure. Owing to demographic trends in the wake of World 
War II, the core of the emigration were young men, most often soldiers of 
the Polish Armed Forces in the West. Despite the fact that it were predom-
inantly men who died on the fronts of World War II, women were a mi-
nority in the gender structure of the Polish Cold War emigration. It is esti-
mated that, out of 600,000 emigrants who stayed in the West after 1945, 
about 70% were men, most of whom were twenty or thirty years old.20 

When we refer to emigrant youth, we mean primarily those who were 
born in the 1930s and who made their escape in a variety of manners and 
contexts (e.g. with their families) to the West, where they then completed 
their schooling. In the late 1940s, they were about twenty years old. Ac-
cording to the estimates of the security apparatus of the People’s Republic 
of Poland, in the early 1960s, there were over 62,000 Polish young people 
aged between fifteen and thirty living in Western Europe, most of them in 
Great Britain, Germany and France. In the first fifteen years after the war, 
over 11,000 Polish émigrés studied and graduated from Western Europe-
an universities. Communist intelligence also estimated that the political 
involvement of these young people was minimal, as evidenced by the fact 
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that the youth organisations (including scouts) reportedly counted about 
4,500 people.21

But even those young Polish emigrants who had a strong motivation 
to succeed had a difficult time finding their own place in émigré political 
life. Certainly, the soldierly character of the emigration was not conducive 
to successful assimilation. It was also difficult to create effective mecha-
nisms of political engagement in the émigré party system. This in turn led 
to the deepening of the generation gap and to the ageing of the particular 
parties. Young people drew attention to the fact that the activists of the 
Polish political exile community belonged mainly to older generations. Ac-
cording to estimates from the end of 1949, “for over 1,500 Polish students 
in London, little more than 10% actively participate in the work of politi-
cal organisations”.22 

One must keep in mind that London hosted the largest number of Pol-
ish post-war emigrants at that time, and was likewise the most politically 
active centre of the émigré community. It was also the seat of Poland’s 
government in exile. It was home to many organisations in exile and to the 
headquarters of the most prominent Polish political parties. The majority 
of émigré political leaders were aware that a well-prepared young gen-
eration would likely grow into a future political resource, both in case of 
return to the country, or in the circumstances of prolonged exile. However, 
there were also exceptions, as evidenced by the striking example of the 
SP Foreign Committee. Its leader, Stanisław Sopicki, deliberately limited 
the size of his faction, which never exceeded 20 members. Thanks to this 
move – contrary to the logic of party politics – he effectively defended his 
position, opposing the admission of new, younger members. Only under 
strong party pressure did he eventually agree to create a youth club, which 
quickly outnumbered the party membership itself: after a few months the 
club could boast of about 50 members, two-and-a-half times more than 
the SP Foreign Committee.23 This case illustrates how young people active-
ly sought opportunities for development in political structures.

By 1949 several distinct Polish Christian Democratic youth organi-
sations had formed. The first, connected with General Haller’s faction, 
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was the Polish Christian Social Youth Association (Związek Młodzieży 
Chrześcijańsko–Społecznej).24 Established in London in December 1947, it 
changed its name to the Christian Democratic Youth Association (Związek 
Młodzieży Chrześcijańsko–Demokratycznej) three years later. The second 
group of Christian Democratic youth based in London was called the Chris-
tian Social Youth Group (Chrześcijańsko–Społeczna Grupa Młodzieżowa). 
It was closely related to Karol Popiel’s SP. The third group was formed 
in Paris under the name Christian-Social Youth Movement (Chrześcijańs-
ko–Społeczny Ruch Młodych). Seeking their place on the political scene in 
exile and striving to overcome existing divisions, the first two formations 
established the Polish Christian Social Youth Federation on 6 May 1949 
(Zjednoczenie Chrześcijańsko-Społecznych Organizacji Młodzieżowych, 
CSOM or the Federation). The third group joined them at a convention that 
took place six months later in London.25 

The Federation was headed by Edward Bobrowski, represented the 
Christian Social Youth Movement in Paris, who jointly performed the func-
tion of president and a delegate responsible for the Nouvelles Équipes 
Internationales (NEI) Youth Section. Born in 1928, Bobrowski stood out 
from other colleagues in terms of his activism, his mastery of languages 
and his extensive contacts. These quickly made him a leader among young 
Christian Democrats. In his activities, he could also count on the support 
of the SP elders. Although he was the same age as Stanisław Gebhardt, 
he was much better prepared for international activism, having spent his 
childhood in Turkey and France, as well as having completed a law degree. 
He also had experience in journalism.26 Until the end of his active partici-
pation in political life, he was consistently the first to be invited to cooper-
ate with international organisations.

Meanwhile, Stanisław Gebhardt quickly grew to be the second figure 
in the Polish Christian Democratic youth movement. In the Federation, he 
was in charge of the Research Office, and was soon promoted to one of Bo-
browski’s deputies. When, in 1953, Edward Bobrowski became head of the 
International Union of Young Christian Democrats (IUYCD), it was agreed 
that his resignation as President of the Board of the Federation would be 
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necessary in order to avoid conflicts of interest.27 Gebhardt became Sec-
retary General of the Federation and later moved to Paris to become more 
active on the international arena.28 Bobrowski’s position, including the 
post of delegate to the International Union of Young Christian Democrats, 
was taken over by Jan Kułakowski from the Christian Social Youth Move-
ment’s Belgian branch. Kułakowski held this position until 1955, when he 
was replaced by the son of the exile government’s Ambassador in Paris; 
Maciej Morawski then remained in this position until 1965.29

Among these individuals, Kułakowski’s life offers the only example of 
a brilliant, long-standing political career. Born in 1930 in Warsaw, he fled 
in 1946 with his mother to her home country – Belgium. A breakthrough 
in his political career came when he met the leader of the International 
Federation of Christian Trade Unions, August Vanistendael.30 Eventually, 
he would succeed his Belgian mentor, in 1976 becoming secretary general 
of the re-christened World Confederation of Labour.31 Stepping down in 
1989, he became one of the rare examples of an émigré who was able to 
put to good use his extensive experience and network of contacts during 
Poland’s democratic transition communism, appointed first Poland’s am-
bassador to the European Communities and then chief negotiator for Po-
land’s accession to the European Union.32

The aim of the CSOM Federation was to coordinate the activities of all 
Polish youth organisations openly identifying with social Catholicism (in 
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Polish movement parlance, the “Christian” in “Christian social” almost al-
ways meant “Catholic”). Young Christian Democrats seemed to show more 
courage than their older colleagues when, in December 1949, they wrote 
that “the conflicts among the various émigré factions are becoming – con-
trary to appearances – more and more fierce, thus weakening the strength 
of the émigré structures and discrediting them in the eyes of our western 
allies, who in this way find confirmation of the claim ‘two Poles, three po-
litical views’. As these misunderstandings stem less and less from ideolog-
ical motives, their spurious character becomes more and more obvious. 
Unfortunately, the Christian Democratic camp has not escaped the dra-
matic process of destruction of the émigré [political] communities. Fortu-
nately, this process has been staved off in the youth section”.33

Nonetheless, independence came at a price. As an independent organ-
isation, the Federation could not count on the direct support of individu-
al factions of Polish Christian Democracy, which were roiled by conflict. 
Stanisław Gebhardt emphasised that youth structures “are organisations 
independent of the Party [SP]. Therefore, their members cannot jointly 
perform leadership duties in youth organisations alongside similar duties 
in the SP”.34 A year later, he was also explaining that stance to the SP sec-
retary: “Being an independent organisation, the Federation has a better 
chance of attracting young people who, having learned the ideology and 
methods of our movement, will have an open path to the SP. In this way, 
the SP gains informed members who have already passed through the po-
litical kindergarten. [...] Besides, there is a trail of unwritten cooperation 
with the SP, which I certainly do not need to assure you of”.35 In the long 
run, it was not possible to maintain the independence of youth organisa-
tions from the party structures. It was Popiel’s SP that had the greatest 
influence on the Federation and could count on it for the recruitment of 
new party members.

The Christian Democratic youth groups became an important part of 
the portfolio of Karol Popiel’s SP as its members went about building an 
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international position for the faction.36 It was the CSOM Federation that 
represented young Polish Christian Democrats at the NEI as the Polish 
Youth Team. The working programme adopted at the convention obliged 
the leadership of the Federation to intensify their engagement in the NEI 
International Youth Section and to introduce the Federation into the struc-
tures of the Union of Polish Federalists.37 The plan was to maintain con-
tacts with the World Federation of Liberal and Radical Youth, the People 
and Freedom Group and other international youth organisations. 

In October 1950, the CSOM Federation announced an ideological dec-
laration emphasising the coordinating role of the organisation and a need 
for its members’ adherence to the principles of Christian ethics in public 
life. The principles governing social life were drawn directly from the pa-
pal encyclicals – Rerum Novarum and Quadragesimo Anno – considered 
to be the foundations of Catholic social teaching. The declaration was 
crowned with slogans characteristic not only for “adult Christian Demo- 
cracy”, but also for the entire political emigration of that time: striving for 
Poland’s independence and introducing a truly democratic system in the 
home country. These slogans, with minor adjustments, reproduced the 
position expressed three years earlier in the ideological declaration of the 
Christian Social Youth Association.38

However, the postulates in the area of international relations were real-
ly novel for the time. They represented a new direction not only for young 
Christian Democrats, but also for a large part of the Polish political emi-
gration. These included the following:
(a) creating a federal structure of East-Central Europe as a constituent 
part of United Europe and, later, a universal world federation organisa-
tion,
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(b) working closely with the rest of the world to build and consolidate 
the peaceful co-existence of peoples on the foundation of Christian ethics,
(c) opposition to totalism and dictatorship in all its forms.39

On various occasions, the young Christian Democrats in the Section em-
phasised that their presence should be a reminder of the existence of 
East-Central Europe.40 They also rejected the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop 
division of Poland and regarded the postwar Western Territories, reaching 
the Oder and Neisse rivers, as an integral part of Poland’s territory. At the 
same time, young Polish Christian Democrats attempted to communicate 
and cooperate with their peers in Germany. In line with this objective, a 
joint meeting was held in the autumn of 1951.41 The Polish side was rep-
resented by Edward Bobrowski, Stanisław Gebhardt and Jan Kułakowski, 
among others. The German side – i.e. the Junge Union Deutschlands der 
CDU/CSU – was represented, among others, by its leader Ernst Majonica, 
who later became a member of the Bundestag representing the CDU and a 
member of the European People’s Party. This unofficial meeting took place 
thanks to the fact that both organisations belonged to the International 
Union of Young Christian Democrats, which in fact was behind the meet-
ing. Ambitiously outlined projects, aimed at learning about each other’s 
views and laying the foundations of good neighbourly cooperation, imme-
diately provoked criticism from the émigré community and the press back 
in the home country.42 A tangible outcome of these disputes was the with-
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drawal of the Association of Christian Democratic Youth from the CSOM 
Federation.43

The power of the young Polish Christian Democrats can be seen in the 
numbers. In 1955, the Federation counted approximately 8,000 young 
Polish émigrés scattered among Belgium, France, Germany, Great Brit-
ain, Australia, Canada and Venezuela.44 This number probably included at 
least 7,000 people connected with the Catholic Association of Polish Youth 
(Katolickie Stowarzyszenie Młodzieży Polskiej), with which the Federa-
tion closely cooperated.45 These figures served to build the image of the 
Federation as an organisation that was representative of the Christian De-
mocracy youth movement in exile. If we juxtapose these numbers against 
the membership data in the “adult” SP at that time – in early 1957, the 
SP’s branch in Great Britain only had 15 members46 – it becomes clear 
that Christian Democratic youth constituted a real power in the postwar 
decade.

The events of 1956 – Khrushchev’s “Secret Speech” and the political 
thaw in Poland, but also the failed Hungarian Revolution – affected the 
political strategy of young Christian Democrats. Cooperation ceased with 
the (émigré) Catholic Association of Polish Youth, as new opportunities 
emerged for contacts in communist Poland. In 1958, it was decided that 
the name of the Federation be simplified, and since then it has been known 
as the Christian Social Youth Federation.47 However, the most serious 
change that the year 1956 brought to young Christian Democrats was Ed-
ward Bobrowski’s decision to assume French citizenship and resign from 
all SP-related duties.48 A matter of contingent circumstance rather than 
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geopolitics, Bobrowski’s departure nonetheless represented a body-blow 
to the otherwise-ascendant Polish Christian Democratic youth.

Transnationalism under the umbrella of Free Europe

Young Christian Democrats did not limit their activities to their own émi-
gré environment. Adopting a programme that drew on both Catholic social 
teaching and European federalism, they focused most of their energy on 
building up their position across the international Christian Democratic 
youth movements – first on the European level, then globally. The creation 
of the Christian Democratic Union of Central Europe (CDUCE) in 1950 and 
its Youth Section on 2 February 1951 opened new horizons.49 The main 
rationale behind launching both organisations is reflected in the words 
of Konrad Sieniewicz, Secretary General of the “adult” SP: “I am a great 
supporter of a united Europe. In my opinion, however, the road to it leads 
through smaller federations, e.g. a Central European federation. Thus, Eu-
rope will be a bag of diversity, or it will not be at all [...]. That is why I am 
working on bringing the possibility of a federation in our region of Europe 
closer [to reality]. [...] it is for that purpose that we have established here 
the Christian Democratic Union of Central Europe”.50 

The youth section gathered representatives of young Christian Demo-
crats – analogically to the “adult” CDUCE – from Czechoslovakia, Hungary, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Yugoslavia (Slovenia).51 Its main governing 
body was the Central Committee, composed of twenty representatives. 
Individual posts, vital for the functioning of the organisation, were dis-
tributed on the basis of a “gentlemen’s agreement” concluded among the 
national delegations. The agreement assumed that the president would be 
a representative of the Czechoslovakian group, the “general delegation” 
would go to the Hungarians, and the general secretariat would be run by 
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the Poles.52 Of the Poles, Edward Bobrowski was appointed Secretary Gen-
eral, and Stanisław Gebhardt became a member of the Central Commit-
tee.53

In September 1952, at a meeting in Florence, the CDUCE Youth Section 
was admitted to the European Youth Council, which undoubtedly strength-
ened its position.54 The Section also published a monthly in French enti-
tled Bulletin d’Information de la Section des Jeunes de l’UCDEC, and from 
1955 onward, a separate French-language monthly entitled Nouvel Hori-
zon.55 The section maintained contact with Radiodiffusion Française and 
Radio Free Europe, where it was particularly supported by the Hungarian 
“desk”.56

Bobrowski estimated that, in early 1953, the number of section mem-
bers totalled around 400 or 500, the majority of whom lived in France.57 
The CDUCE Youth Section Regional Committee established in London was 
practically inactive.58 In 1953, regional groups were established in Bel-
gium (Brussels-Louvain), Strasbourg (at the Free Europe University in 
Exile, which educated students from behind the Iron Curtain under the 
auspices of the US-funded Free Europe Committee), Munich and Rome.59 
The CDUCE Youth Section also had an American branch.60

The emergence of the CDUCE Youth Section had a negative impact on 
the relations among Polish Christian Democratic youth organisations in 
exile, and it did not inspire their cooperation.61 This potential cooperation 
was hampered by the fact that the CDUCE Youth Section was composed of 
representatives of youth from those Christian Democratic parties which 
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belonged to the “adult” CDUCE. As Konrad Sieniewicz admitted in a letter 
to his colleague Seweryn Eustachiewicz, “It is the SP and not the CSRM 
[Christian Social Youth Movement] that is a member of the CDUCE Youth 
Section, so if we turn a blind eye to the fact that in the Polish group not eve- 
ryone is a member of the SP, we cannot agree that the key position [Sec-
retary General of the CDUCE Youth Section] would be filled by a non-SP 
member, or by someone without the full confidence of the Party Council”.62 

As a politician in charge of youth matters in the SP, Eustachiewicz read 
these words with caution. His role was paramount, especially when the 
relations between “young” and “old” Christian Democrats did not turn out 
well. A case in point was the incident when the “young” Christian Demo-
crats were not invited to the “adult” CDUCE congress, scheduled for the 
beginning of 1953 in New York. This incident was a source of frustration 
for the “young”, and it even created an impulse to seek independence.63 
Equally frustrating were attempts to convince the “adult” Christian Demo-
crats to organise a CDUCE congress with a dedicated youth section. In the 
end, these all came to nothing.64

In order to prevent further misunderstandings, Stanisław Gebhardt, 
who was gradually moving closer to the “adult” SP, suggested in the au-
tumn of 1953 that the Federation be incorporated into the CDUCE Youth 
Section. To dispel the doubts of the SP leaders, Gebhardt proposed an ap-
propriate modification of the section’s statute, so that the admission of 
new members would be decided by the CDUCE “elders”.65 Under the aus-
pices of implementing this plan, in December 1953, the Federation sub-
mitted an official request to be admitted to the CDUCE Youth Section.66 
However, the SP leaders were sceptical about this idea, and the matter re-
mained unsettled until the end of February 1955. On Stanisław Gebhardt’s 
intervention, the Federation was finally accepted.67

The CDUCE Youth Section was divided into five committees, which 
dealt with political and information activities, federalist matters, econom-
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ic and social affairs, cultural and educational matters, as well as youth or-
ganisations and political training. The unanimously adopted declaration 
assumed that the section’s main objectives consisted in the coordination 
of “the activities of the Christian social youth movements of the countries 
behind the Iron Curtain”; drawing the “attention of the Western world to 
the problems and needs of the emigrant youth;” publicising and defending 
the interests of youth subjected to physical and moral terror by “godless 
communism behind the Iron Curtain”; helping youth and informing them 
about the struggle of the free world against “Soviet imperialism”; provid-
ing them with works of contemporary Christian and democratic thought; 
promoting “the principles of political, economic and social organisation 
of Central and Eastern Europe and a genuine Christian social ideology 
in partnership with the corresponding centres in the free world and in 
cooperation with the elders of the Christian Democratic Union of Central 
Europe”; and preparing the young generation to take responsibility for po-
litical and social matters in the future.68

Compared with previous (and subsequent) documents, including the 
ones developed by the CDUCE, this declaration spoke in much sharper an-
ti-communist language.69 In the following years, this rhetoric lost its edge 
and, for example, in 1956 the “ultimate goals” were defined as seeking 
“freedom, social justice, peace and prosperity, as well as international co-
operation”.70 Of these four points, international cooperation increasingly 
gained prominence in the context of the emerging new world order. It 
was intended to reach several wildly different audiences at the same time: 
both the exile youth in the West and youth behind the Iron Curtain, but 
also any and all young Christian Democrats the world over who were will-
ing to listen, or even young people in general, especially those exposed to 
communist indoctrination.71

The international dimension of the activities of young Christian Dem-
ocrats was immediately recognised by the management of the Free Eu-
rope Committee. When the CDUCE Youth Section was founded, Konrad 
Sieniewicz announced this fact to Mary Augustine, responsible for FEC 
contacts with the Polish Christian Democrats (at that point, still formally 
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known as the National Committee for a Free Europe).72 From mid-1951 
on, the FEC provided the Youth Section of the Central European Christian 
Democrats with a permanent budget.73 Undeniably, the FEC also attempt-
ed to influence the political line and actions of young Christian Democrats, 
just as the Americans sought to do with the “adult” CDUCE.74 

FEC exile coordinator John Foster Leich apparently financed the Ger-
man-Polish meeting with the sum of $500.75 Young Christian Democrats 
were a promising strategic partner for the FEC: not only did they refer to 
Christian values and anti-communism, but they were also open to con-
tacts with their German peers. With the Cold War American strategy, part 
of which rested on the assumption that West Germany was a natural ally 
against the Soviet Union, a partner organisation among the war-affected 
émigré communities was priceless. There are also some indications that 
the moment when the FEC’s interest in young, politically active Europe-
an Christian Democrats (or émigré Christian Democrats in general) grew 
considerably was Konrad Adenauer’s second election victory in 1953.76

The FEC leaders grew to believe that the activities of young Christian 
Democrats stood out from other youth organisations – socialist or fed-
eralist. In October and November 1955, a series of meetings were held 
between FEC and CDUCE Youth representatives, including Gebhardt and 
Maciej Morawski. As the talks progressed, the admiration of the FEC 
representatives for the actions of young Christian Democrats grew. FEC 
vice-president Bernard Yarrow, hoping to keep the momentum going, and 
at the same time planning to exercise greater control over the exiles, prom-
ised, among other things, an increase in the salary of the Section Secretary 
General. He also suggested that the correspondence sent from the section 
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should be directed to the New York FEC, bypassing CDUCE headquarters. 
Gebhardt loyally reported on these meetings to his SP superiors,77 but he 
also admitted that the activities of the CDUCE Youth Section clearly inten-
sified as a result of the meetings.78 Representatives of the section prepared 
materials on the situation of the youth on both sides of the Iron Curtain for 
the Assembly of Captive European Nations session in Strasbourg (12-15 
April 1956). A few days later, they participated in the meeting of the Exec-
utive Committee of the International Union of Young Christian Democrats, 
and in May in the Congress of the Free Youth Council.

Free Europe Committee bureaucrats pinned their hopes on young 
Christian Democrats as future leaders. Observing their behaviours and 
reactions to a very “hot” 1956, on 8 October the chief of Free Europe Ex-
ile Relations (FEER) James McCargar indicated in a policy paper “that the 
older leaders of the emigration are less and less in touch with the issues of 
the day, and that youth-in-exile, while equally as devoted to the objective 
of independence for their countries as their elders, find themselves less 
and less in sympathy with the elder leadership. What is occurring within 
the emigration is a perfectly natural change of leadership from one gen-
eration to another, but precisely because this change takes place in exile, 
it can be more than normally disruptive. The preservation of the cohesion 
and integrity of the various emigrations as a component of the emigration 
as a political force is obviously in the interest of FEC objectives”.79

As time passed, it became clear that the opportunities for generation-
al exchange and party promotion in exile were practically non-existent, 
which gave rise to conflicts. In December 1957, the CDUCE Youth Section 
experienced a crisis which resulted in the establishment of a Working 
Committee, composed exclusively of representatives of the Hungarian, 
Latvian, Polish and Czechoslovak youth.80 The crisis was partly caused by 
the splits that occurred between the national groups in the adult CDUCE 
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in the spring of that year.81 However, the main reason for the changes was 
that the young activists were gradually growing out of their twenties, 
which should have resulted in their natural transition to the “senior ranks” 
of the CDUCE. But it did not. To complicate matters even more, there was 
the issue of the diversity of youth representations at the CDUCE, and in the 
spring of 1960, a meeting of the Ad Hoc Committee of the CDUCE Youth 
Section, decided to settle the issue. The starting point was, among others, 
Stanisław Gebhardt’s position that the International Union of Young Chris-
tian Democrats should take care of all youth matters, and therefore there 
is no need to maintain a separate exile international. Finally, in July 1960, 
at a meeting in Paris, Polish delegates withdrew from the Central Commit-
tee of the CDUCE Youth Section, which certainly weakened the organisa-
tion.82 We lack data on when the CDUCE Youth Section formally ceased to 
exist, but it certainly was long gone by 1989. A lack of new membership, 
the “aging” of the “young” Christian Democrats, a lack of promotion pros-
pects, personal and organisational conflicts, lack of funding opportunities 
from the FEC funding, problems in the “senior” CDUCE – these factors to-
gether led to the decline of the Youth Section. 

Towards European and global affairs

The young Polish Christian Democrats refused to confine themselves to 
the émigré ghetto or to a narrowly focused cooperation with other exiles. 
They searched for a broader forum of activity, and the one they found was 
that of European Christian Democracy, flourishing with the progress of 
European integration. However, research on this topic is considerably 
hampered by the fact that the history of Christian Democratic youth in 
Europe since World War II has thus far apparently escaped the attention 
of scholars.83 
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The documents produced and collected by the Polish émigrés come 
to our aid. The first commission whose task was to coordinate the coop-
eration of the Christian Democratic youth organisations was established 
during the NEI Congress in September 1948; its chair was Franciszek 
Gałązka, a Pole.84 An important event in the history of the section was 
the congress in Villach, Austria, which was held in September 1952 and 
brought together at least 12,000 young Europeans.85 It was then that the 
section was transformed into the IUYCD.86

It is estimated that in 1954, the International Union of Young Christian 
Democrats was able to attract around 1.5 million young people of different 
nationalities, making it one of the most powerful youth organisations in 
Europe. Its representatives took the floor during the NEI’s proceedings, 
sitting, among others, on its steering committee. In 1953, Edward Bo-
browski became Secretary General of the IUYCD and held this position un-
til the end of 1956.87 The delegates to the IUYCD working committees were 
the successive presidents of the CSOM Federation, including Gebhardt, 
who was in charge of Asian and African affairs. In the years 1962-68, he 
held the position of Secretary General of the IUYCD. Taking into account 
the nationalities in the IUYCD authorities, the Poles had an unquestion-
ably strong position, although available documents fail to explain why. In 
1957, for example, the countries of East-Central Europe were represented 
by only one Hungarian as Vice-President (Arpád Raksányi) and four Poles, 



182 Sławomir Łukasiewicz

88	 Procès-verbal de la réunion du Comité Directeur de l’U.I.J.D.C. tenue à Paris, le 30 Mars 1957, 
ASG.

89	 For more on ACUE and its relations with NCFE, see Łukasiewicz, Third Europe, 70.
90	 Created by Bobrowski, Document de travail [IUYCD] no. 21, DOC-TR-21, confidential, Note sur la 

Campagne Européenne de la Jeunesse, December 1953, ASG. 
91	 A leaflet dedicated to the assembly, the Polish Library in Paris, col. of Tadeusz Parczewski, acc. 

sign. 3231. Detailed reports on the conference and the members of the Board were included 
in the appendix to a letter from Stanisław Gebhardt to Konrad Sieniewicz, 10 September 1953, 
entitled “Youth matters: The Political Council [sic] of the East-Central European Youth,” PIASA, 
col. 17/1652.

92	 Renner, Report of the Youth Section; see also letter from Stanisław Gebhardt to Konrad Sie-
niewicz, 23 October 1952, PIASA, Karol Popiel Papers, col. 9/75.

who were members of the Central Committee – including, first and fore-
most, Bobrowski and Gebhardt.88 

The activities of young European Christian Democrats were also part 
of the Campagne Européenne de la Jeunesse (CEJ), whose aim in the years 
1950-58 was to respond to communist youth propaganda in Western 
Europe. The CEJ was financed by the American Committee for a United 
Europe,89 and the International Union of Young Christian Democrats also 
benefited.90 The main slogan of the campaign was the unification of Eu-
rope, and the course of its implementation was supervised by the Europe-
an Movement. 

One of the CEJ’s first initiatives was the European Political Youth As-
sembly (Assemblée Européenne des Jeunesses Politiques), a kind of par-
liament held in The Hague at the Ridderzaal Palace in October 1952. It 
opened with speeches by eminent European federalists and declared ad-
vocates of European unification: the Dutch socialist Hendrik Brugmans 
– then rector of the College d’Europe in Bruges – and the Swiss intellec-
tual Denis de Rougemont. The fact that the secretariat was headed by a 
Pole, Jerzy Rencki (future Director of the Directorate-General for Regional 
Development Policy in the Commission of the European Communities), 
and was assisted by Edward Bobrowski, among others, should be consid-
ered the Polish émigrés’ huge success.91 The Christian Democrats were 
undoubtedly among the most active and effective participants of the as-
sembly: out of the eighteen representatives of East-Central Europe, seven 
were Christian Democrats. They also had half of the eight positions of del-
egates with voting rights.92 

The model was then reproduced in the Political Council for East-Cen-
tral European Youth founded at a meeting in Paris in June 1953 and in-
tended to serve as a forum for exchange and cooperation among émigré 
youth. It also created an opportunity to seek consensus on a common po-
litical position, necessary in the event of the collapse of communism in 
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Europe. This was by no means a trivial task, given that the views of indi-
vidual national and political groups ranged from enthusiasts of pan-Euro-
pean unification (e.g. representatives of Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria and 
Yugoslavia), to supporters of regional unions and finally outright oppo-
nents of integration. Sixteen Polish delegates participated in the work of 
the Council, nine of whom represented the Polish National Committee of 
the European Movement, while six represented international youth polit-
ical organisations.93

The formation of this entity created another opportunity for young 
Christian Democrats to extend further their political influence and pro-
mote their political agenda. Bobrowski, who was the rapporteur for one 
of the committees, was able to “influence the course of affairs to a greater 
extent” and hence managed to invite more Christian Democrats to Par-
is.94 Jan Kułakowski was the person whose growing prominence in the 
international community made him the man of the hour. His speech on 
the Council’s programme, which he gave at the beginning of the meeting, 
won him the favour of representatives of other exile groups, as well as 
non-Christian Democrats. Thanks to this, as well as to the efforts and nego-
tiations of his colleagues, Kułakowski was elected a member of the Central 
Committee. In time, he replaced Arpád Raksányi, leader of the Hungarian 
Christian Democratic Youth, in the position of Secretary General of the Ex-
ecutive Committee, when Raksányi got more actively involved in internal 
Hungarian émigré issues.95 For Kułakowski to achieve such a position was 
not easy in view of the fact that the Christian Democrats in the Polish del-
egation could only count on the support of the Polish Peasants’ Party, as 
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well as the socialists, while the majority of youth delegates looked on their 
successes with disfavour.96

The activities of the young Polish Christian Democrats in Europe and 
their cooperation with the “senior” CDUCE sometimes yielded unexpected 
results. An “area of operation” identified by the CDUCE Youth Section in 
their working agenda in 1956 was to address “Young Christian Democrats 
in the world”.97 These included “UIJDC [...]; young Christian Democrats 
from Latin America; young Christian Democrats from Indonesia, Vietnam, 
India, Madagascar and Ghana; young spiritualists from Asia and Africa”.98 
This trajectory was clearly inspired by the FEC, which conducted an oper-
ation to build alternatives to communist influences in Latin America. Both 
“senior” and young Christian Democrats were central to the pursuit of this 
objective. The latter, however, appeared to take precedence as the ideal 
choice for this mission, as they were genuinely interested in the region.99 
Catholic social thought was seen as the foundation for bold opposition to 
communist agitation. On the other hand, as Piotr H. Kosicki notes, “Chris-
tian Democrats like Gebhardt, Sieniewicz and Śleszyński became not only 
proxies for the American Cold War effort, but also empowered, indepen-
dent political agents making use of American funds to pursue their own 
distinctly transnational, self-styled Christian Democratic agenda”.100

Janusz Śleszyński, one of the leaders of the SP,101 played a certain role 
in the development of Christian movements in Latin America. The fact that 
his wife – of French nationality – worked for the United Nations, among 
other factors, aided him in building a network of acquaintances among 
representatives of Latin American Christian Democratic movements. In 
1953, Śleszyński reported to Sieniewicz that he had made contact with 
Venezuelan Christian Democratic leader Rafael Caldera.102 Śleszyński tried 
to convince the Americans that the path to victory over communism led 
not through aggressive anti-communism, but instead support for dem-
ocratic centres; Christian Democrats seemed poised to become the ex-
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emplar of such pro-democratic, anti-communist commitments in Latin 
America. Śleszyński crafted this strategy so effectively that he managed to 
obtain funds from the FEC, American trade unions and private industrial 
foundations, which had their own interests in the region, but which were 
also interested in a strict anti-communist campaign. His cooperation with 
the FEC, and his work in the CDUCE Secretariat, where Śleszyński was re-
sponsible for Latin America, opened up a new field of activity for him.103 In 
time, young Christian Democrats started to take part in this action, espe-
cially Stanisław Gebhardt.104

The involvement of Polish Christian Democrats in global, and especial-
ly Latin American, affairs gradually came to dominate the movement’s 
agenda, due to what has been perceived as an incredible success of Chris-
tian Democracy in these fields. The report for the years 1958-60 stated, 
“Whatever the future brings, whether a prompt return to the country, a 
long-lasting activity in exile or the limitation of our activity by the atrophy 
of financial possibilities at our disposal, one thing is certain, and that is 
that we can repeat after the poet [Horace]: Non omnis moriar... [I shall not 
wholly die], we will not disappear without a trace, the memory of us will 
not disappear, because we have created something new, something on a 
global scale, which will remain as a testimony to the fruitful functioning 
of the SP for a long, long time”.105 In time it became the main rationale of 
their exile.

Paradoxically, the young Christian Democrats, who undertook politi-
cal activities with a view toward returning to their homeland, were in-
creasingly involved in these activities in regions that were geographically 
remote from Europe. Lively cooperation among organisations from Latin 
America and Western Europe and the East-Central European émigrés re-
sulted in the creation of a youth organisation on a global scale, parallelling 
the case of the “senior” Christian Democrats.106 For the young Christian 
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Democrats, the first step was to set up an ad hoc Committee for World 
Questions in 1959 to draft the organisation’s future statute, gather the 
opinions of its member organisations and take charge of the international 
contacts of the International Union of Young Christian Democrats. Yet the 
Committee’s primary task was to prepare the first international congress, 
after which the Committee could be dissolved. Its president was the Swiss 
Laurent Butty, and among its five deputies were, among others, the Italian 
Angelo Bernassola and the Venezuelan Hilariòn Cardoso. Stanisław Geb-
hardt was appointed secretary.107

The congress was planned to take place in Caracas. Originally, it was 
hoped that holding the congress would be possible as early as the second 
half of 1960, but it was not until 1962 (8-16 May) that the efforts finally 
succeeded. The list of the Honorary Committee members was impressive. 
There were many prominent figures associated with Christian Democracy, 
such as Konrad Adenauer, Rafael Caldera or Amintore Fanfani. They were 
accompanied by Popiel and Sieniewicz, as well as other Central Europe-
ans, mainly connected with the CDUCE: the Hungarians József Közi-Hor-
váth and István Barankovics, the Slovene Miha Krek, and the Czechoslovak 
Adolf Procházka.108 Gebhardt was Congress Secretary, and he was then 
elected Secretary General of the International Union of Young Christian 
Democrats until December 1968. In his three-year report submitted in 
1965, Gebhardt estimated that the IUYCD had a total of nearly one million 
members worldwide.109 He treated this as one of the greatest successes of 
the Polish exiles, in the wake of which they could actively participate in 
the shaping of the global Christian Democratic movement through the end 
of the 1960s. It was a plan carried out effectively by the Polish Christian 
Democrats who worked on the assumption that youth matters should be 
guided by a global organisation.



187Polish Christian Youth in the Cold War

Decline and dispersal of the political potential 
of youth organisations

Although the International Union of Young Christian Democrats long out-
lived the CDUCE Youth Section, the participation of Polish Christian Dem-
ocrats in its activities was on the wane already in the 1970s, in conjunc-
tion with the rise of détente in US foreign policy.110 However, the decline 
of the political potential of the Christian Democratic youth organisations 
was caused by a number of factors – first and foremost, biology. Intra-em-
igration conflicts were also a significant issue. In the case of the Polish 
Christian Democratic youth groups, one cannot ignore the effects of the 
activities carried out by the communist authorities and the security appa-
ratus of the People’s Republic of Poland. They were supposed to weaken 
or destroy the Christian Democrats, suspected, among others, of main-
taining contacts with their colleagues in the home country. The effective-
ness of these actions was undermined by the lack of accurate data, since 
tracking Christian Democrats, who were constantly on the move around 
the world, was beyond the budget of the communist secret service. There-
fore, the information obtained was often inaccurate.111 Individual activists 
were stalked and approached. Attempts were made to recruit Edward Bo-
browski, counting on the possibility of penetrating the Polish segment of 
the exile Christian Democrats, as well as the French Christian Democratic 
community. These attempts failed, although it cannot be ruled out that 
they partially influenced Bobrowski’s decision to withdraw from political 
life.112 From 1955 onwards, Jan Kułakowski was under surveillance,113 and 
in the 1960s, an attempt was made to recruit Stanisław Gebhardt.114 The 
question of what impact these attempts had on the activity of these exile 
politicians remains unanswered to this day. 

In a symbolic sense, the potential of Polish youth organisations was 
absorbed by the elder Christian Democrats in the early 1960s. As noted in 
a circular letter after Seweryn Eustachiewicz’s resignation from all duties, 
subsequent meetings were to be held in accordance with two principles, 
among others: respect for the support enjoyed by Karol Popiel in Poland 
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after World War II and invitations to these meetings of members of the 
General Secretariat, among whom we find the names of the “young” Chris-
tian Democrats: Stanisław Gebhardt and Jan Kułakowski, as well as the 
young publisher and bookseller Jerzy Kulczycki (1931-2013), who would 
play an increasingly important role in the organisation over time.115 In the 
early 1960s, this was already a generation of thirty-year-olds, and it was 
difficult to call them “young” Christian Democrats. They did not have any 
successors either – and this is how the time of youth organisations came 
to an end.

The history of young Polish émigré Christian Democrats has several 
dimensions. Firstly, it shows how difficult it was for young ambitious poli-
ticians to find a place in a system of old political parties, seemingly frozen 
in time. Being a member of a youth movement did not open any prospects 
for promotion. Beliefs and ideas, Christian values, Catholic social teaching, 
Poland’s independence, anti-communism and the unification of Europe 
opened a platform for cooperation and activism, but the conditions of ex-
ile quickly verified the scale and durability of the undertaken initiatives. 
As time passed, returning to Poland proved to be a mirage. It took a great 
deal of determination to survive until then, and over time this determi-
nation diminished drastically, as did available financial resources and the 
pool of willing partners. Eventually, on the battlefield there remained only 
a few individuals, even though they still stood fast under the banner of 
once thriving organisations.

The lack of chances for the return to the home country and scarce 
opportunities for achievement in the émigré party system meant that 
young politicians sought other outlets for their energy. First, they tried 
something extraordinary: uniting young Christian Democrats in flagrant 
disregard of the splits among their older colleagues. This was a partial 
success, which led to the formation of the Federation of Christian Social 
Youth Organisations. The Federation opened up new horizons, especially 
for activities on an international arena. For this purpose, the Federation 
used its connections with the NEI, via the International Union of Young 
Christian Democrats, and its relationship with the Christian Democratic 
Union of Central Europe, via the Youth Section. The Federation was active-
ly involved in initiatives such as the European Youth Parliament, or the 
Free Youth Council of East-Central Europe.

One may also wonder why the potential of Central European, European 
and global projects was not maintained. With respect to European uni-

115	A circular by the SP Presidium, December 1962, PIASA, Karol Popiel Papers, col. 9/220.



189Polish Christian Youth in the Cold War

116	See, e.g., Stanisław Gebhardt, “O współpracę międzynarodową,” Zjednoczenie CSOM, nos. 18/19 
(1955): 13-18. 

117	Papini, Christian Democrat International, 99, 145.

fication, young Polish Christian Democrats drew ideas from their older 
colleagues and watched with fascination the continuing process of uni-
fication of the western part of the continent. Whenever they could, they 
raised the postulate of pan-European integration, which was inseparably 
connected with the liberation of East-Central Europe from the Soviet re-
gime. Fulfilling this postulate would open a way to the political unification 
of the entire European continent. The young Polish Christian Democrats 
spoke unequivocally in favour of federal solutions.116 They also realised 
that the international initiatives in which they participated gave them an 
opportunity to hone their communication skills and provided a good basis 
for cooperation in the future, united Europe.

At the same time, the division of Europe into two halves also contrib-
uted to growing differences between the émigré parties and their West 
European partners. According to Papini, in the mid-1970s Christian Dem-
ocratic parties in Western Europe experienced a crisis manifested in the 
loss of historical memory and a collapse of the system of moral signposts 
upon which they had based their activities.117 Changes initiated by the Sec-
ond Vatican Council also contributed to the crisis in Christian Democratic 
parties. In the 1970s, the situation was complicated by the creation of the 
European People’s Party. All of these nuances, however, were happening 
beyond the reach of the Poles and their fellow Central European Christian 
Democrats, who could only observe the changes and chronicle them as did 
the Centro Esperienze Internazionali, founded by Stanisław Gebhardt and 
his colleague Stanisław August Morawski in 1962 in Rome.

The young Polish Christian Democrats tried to get wherever they could 
by labouriously building up their positions. Edward Bobrowski, Jan Kuła-
kowski and Stanisław Gebhardt became natural youth leaders, and with 
time, they should have earned a place in the structures of the SP. However, 
in the Polish exile party, there was no room for a change of leadership. As 
time went by, this deficit became more and more acute, and young Chris-
tian Democrats had to take this into account. So they found directions 
which did not threaten the elders, in which they could prove themselves. 
From 1956 onward, they played a role in funding grants for Poles visiting 
Western countries and cooperated with their Western colleagues as ad-
visers, but it was far from their expectations and ambitions. Bobrowski, 
the great hope of the Polish Christian Democrats of the time, ultimately 
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withdrew from political life and took up a job in the French film industry. 
Kułakowski made his way beyond the Polish circles and became a lead-
er of the global Christian trade union movement. Gebhardt remained an 
important go-to figure for prominent leaders of transnational European 
Christian Democracy; in spite of many years of involvement in European, 
and also Latin American, affairs, the many contacts and opportunities for 
action that he accumulated did not translate into any spectacular political 
success. 

Yet Gebhardt’s activities in the global structures of the Christian Dem-
ocratic youth movement should nonetheless be considered the most im-
portant achievement of the Polish young Christian Democrats. Nothing of 
the kind was attained either earlier or later. Polish Christian Democrats 
ultimately failed to consolidate or properly exploit this position. Gebhardt 
also failed in his attempts to reactivate Christian Democracy in Poland af-
ter 1989.

Changes underway in Western politics, limited contacts with Catholic 
groups in the home country, the passing away of the “old guard” of Chris-
tian Democracy, the aging of the “young” and intimidation by the govern-
ment of the People’s Republic of Poland – all of these factors rendered it 
impossible to form modern East-Central European Christian Democratic 
parties capable of taking on new challenges.118 Between May 1968 and 
January 1969, the RFI conducted a survey on a representative sample, 
which showed that Christian Democrats in Poland could still count on con-
siderable public support (34%) in the hypothetical event of free elections. 
Although theoretically there was still a need for a Christian Democratic 
party in Poland, there was no way to create one. Young Christian Demo-
crats could not play a significant role in home country national politics, 
and the party life of the émigré community was fading. There was a lack 
of tools that would make it possible to maintain the potential built on in-
ternational activities in exile. The revolutions of 1989 opened a new chap-
ter, but no instrument available to the Poles proved effective in rebuilding 
the Polish political scene with a strong Christian Democratic Party. Today, 
hardly anyone remembers the potential that was built outside the country 
in the quarter of a century after the war, but which was lost irretrievably.



8
CULTURAL VERSUS POLITICAL CHRISTIAN 
DEMOCRATS
Debating the Idea of (Christian) Democracy 
in Lithuanian Exile

Justinas Dementavičius

To talk about Lithuanian Christian Democracy in exile is to talk about the 
history of Lithuanian Christian Democracy writ large.1 The two are insep-
arable, because more than a century’s worth of history of the Lithuanian 
Christian Democratic movement was marked by close links with the Lith-
uanian diaspora. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, due to vast economic emi-
gration to the USA and studies of Lithuanians in Western European and 
Russian universities, a vivid Lithuanian culture was forming outside the 
area of ethnic Lithuanian lands. As a result, many important events took 
place, and seminal political works were written by intellectuals treated as 
Lithuanians in exile. This holds true when one speaks about the first po-
litical programme of Lithuanian Christian Democrats written in 1905 by 
the priests Jonas Mačiulis-Maironis and Pranciškus Būčys, both lecturers 
at the Imperial Roman Catholic Theological Academy in Saint Petersburg,2 
prior to the so-called All-Lithuanian assembly, the first meeting of na-
tional political leaders,3 on the eve of the 1905 Russian Revolution.4 Even 
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though it did not lead to the formation of a party due to resistance from 
the Church hierarchy, it was remembered in 1917 when the Lithuanian 
Christian Democratic Party (LCDP) was established in German-occupied 
Lithuania. In the same year, a party of the same name was formed among 
war refugees in Russia. This émigré branch of the party played an import-
ant role in developing a more socially radical party programme. The most 
prominent Lithuanian Catholic intellectuals and future members of the 
LCDP were studying at universities in Western Europe (most of them in 
Louvain, Belgium, or Fribourg, Switzerland) before and after the estab-
lishment of the Lithuanian Republic in 1918, and played an important role 
in casting the nascent Lithuania for an international audience to see as a 
democratic and independent state. 

The history of Lithuanian Christian Democracy is especially insepara-
ble from the experience of exile during the Soviet occupation of Lithuania 
from 1944 to 1990. On the one hand, a large number of LCDP members fled 
the country, which led to the re-establishment of the LCDP in Germany in 
1946.5 From that time, the party acted as an autonomous political move-
ment in Europe and the United States, up until Lithuanian independence. 
On the other hand, another influential political movement appeared in 
exile: the Fellows of Lithuania Front (FLF), led by Christian intellectuals. 
Criticising both authoritarian and liberal tendencies in Lithuanian poli-
tics, they called for a democratic politics based on Christian values but, at 
the same time, attacked the LCDP for being too passive, lacking respon-
sibility, and misrepresenting the idea of (Christian) democracy. After es-
caping from the Soviet Union in 1944, they developed specific ideas on 
democracy, which they publicly presented as rooted in Christian tradition. 
Even though internal debates of Lithuanian émigrés about the true mean-
ing of Christian Democracy and Christians in politics had already been 
exhausted in the 1960s, some intellectuals remained active up until the 
1980s. Since then, their activity mostly boiled down ideologically to the 
repetition of old theses, focusing on the abstract idea of a free Lithuania, 
but lacking in deeper debate about its future political form or about the 
Christian concept of “democracy”. After 1989, both organisations estab-
lished contacts with intellectuals and politicians in Soviet Lithuania that 
later figured in the political activity of the LCDP and the cultural activity 
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of the organisation Į laisvę (Toward Freedom) and the journal Naujasis 
Židinys-Aidai (New Hearth-Echoes). 

Despite the historical importance of Lithuanian Catholic émigrés, the 
legacy of Christian political movements in Lithuanian exile is still un-
der-researched. For example, broad transnational histories of the modern 
political thought of Central and Eastern European nations pay no atten-
tion to this subject – for Lithuania, the multi-volume History of modern 
political thought in East Central Europe mentions only, and only briefly, the 
influential thinkers usually linked to the Lithuanian liberal tradition Vy-
tautas Kavolis, Tomas Venclova and Aleksandras Štromas, with Lithuanian 
Christian Democratic intellectuals presented only as a part of interwar po-
litical debates in Lithuania.6 The same is true of the account of Lithuanian 
political thought in exile written by Leonidas Donskis.7 Even Lithuanian 
national historiography remains insular. Mostly focused on other political 
and social organisations,8 it gives only a broad overview of politics in ex-
ile,9 at best introducing important documents and texts written by Catho-
lic authors without providing a clear analytical narrative.10

The goal of this chapter is to reconstruct the ideological imaginary and 
debates of Lithuanian Christian Democracy in exile during the Soviet Lith-
uania period (1944-1990). While analysing Lithuanian Christian Demo-
crats in exile, this contribution will focus on several issues. First, I will 
present the structure of Lithuanian Christian Democracy in exile, its gen-
esis, development and relations to other political organisations. Second, I 
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will focus on their political attitudes and try to explain the basis for their 
political thought. Finally, I will zero in on a specific discussion about the 
meaning of democracy. 

The main focus of this chapter is not the institutional history of Chris-
tian Democrats (although this will be briefly discussed in the first section), 
but rather the ideological positions defining two versions of the political 
imaginary of Lithuanian Christians in exile, which were labelled as “polit-
ical” and “cultural” forms of democracy.11 I will argue that both of these 
versions can be called forms of Christian Democracy and in agreement on 
the imperfection of contemporary (liberal) democracy, which, thus, had 
to be Instaurare in Christo, restoring all spheres of human life – political, 
social, cultural, economic and international – according to Christian val-
ues. Both of these political views can be seen as a critique of the “nar-
row” understanding of democracy and the development of an alternative, 
“broader” Christian version. But, at the same time, they differed in their 
treatment of personal freedom and freedom of conscience, the role of the 
Christian worldview and Christian political parties in political life and 
other important matters. Therefore, from an ideological standpoint, it is 
possible to speak not about one Christian Democracy, but about several 
Christian Democracies in Lithuanian exile or, to be more precise, about 
Christian Democracy as a party and confessional political programme and 
Christian democratic ideals as a worldview, which do not have to be man-
ifest in state or party politics, but rather be present as a respectful treat-
ment of every person by other persons and institutions. 

These perspectives will be presented by focusing on the works of two 
key political and intellectual figures of Lithuanian exile: philosopher and 
FLF ideologue Antanas Maceina (1908-1987), and the priest Mykolas 
Krupavičius (1885-1970), longtime leader of the LCDP. Krupavičius was 
already actively engaged in social activism and politics at the beginning 
of the twentieth century and an important figure in the creation of the 
LCDP in 1917. He wrote the first official programme of the party and sub-
sequently established himself as one of its leaders. As such, he took an 
active part in governmental initiatives and parliamentary matters, at least 
until the military coup d’état of 1926 that led to a nationalist government 
headed by Antanas Smetona.12 As the Catholic Church attempted to have 
good relations with this new authoritarian regime, Krupavičius retired 
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from politics and for some time lived and studied in France. He returned in 
1930 and worked as a priest in small Lithuanian parishes. During the first 
Soviet and the Nazi occupations, as a recognised public figure he protested 
the totalitarian politics that were directed against the rights of Lithuanian 
citizens. As a result, during the Nazi occupation in 1943, he was impris-
oned and deported to Germany. After the war, he was not willing to return 
to Soviet Lithuania and stayed in Germany until moving to the US in 1956. 
Considered a founding father of the LCDP, he remained one of the leading 
figures in the party and was one of the most influential Lithuanian politi-
cians in exile. Despite his age, he was active in public life and wrote several 
books and a number of articles on Christian Democracy and actively par-
ticipated in political debates. 

Maceina belonged to a younger generation of lay Christian intellectuals 
who were mostly educated in independent Lithuania, but also for some 
time studied in Western universities (in 1932-35 he visited Fribourg, 
Louvain, Strasbourg and Brussels). A gifted student, he became a pupil of 
the leading Christian intellectual of the older generation, the philosopher 
Stasys Šalkauskis. After finishing a dissertation on pedagogy (1935), Ma-
ceina worked at the main Lithuanian university as a professor of philoso-
phy and cultural studies. During the years 1936-40, he became one of the 
most productive social thinkers dealing with questions of social Catholi-
cism and education. In 1938, after publishing the book Social Justice, he 
became a target of critique from prominent priests who considered him 
too “socialist”.13 For some time, this distanced Maceina from Catholic so-
cial thought and instead led him to a more nationalistic secular discourse, 
mostly expressed in the text Nation and State (1939).14 As a result of this 
and his activity in Lithuania during the Nazi occupation, some critics treat 
him as a proponent of nationalist ideology.15 But his political thought, es-
pecially beginning in 1943, became anti-nationalistic in a political sense, 
even though he still defended the need for a solid national culture. As early 
as 1943, the article “Toward Reformed Democracy” appeared in the jour-
nal Į laisvę, articulating the ideas of a new kind of democracy that was 
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to overcome the errors of liberal democracy; simultaneously, he criticised 
the Lithuanian authoritarian regime. After escaping to Germany in 1945, 
he and his colleagues further developed this idea in the periodical Mažasis 
Židinys (Little Hearth). From that time until his death, Maceina lived in Ger-
many, where he taught at the universities of Freiburg and Münster, wrote 
a number of books dealing with questions of philosophy and Christianity 
in the modern world and also contributed to the political programme of 
the FLF known as “Toward Integral Democracy” (1957). Although most 
members of the FLF lived in the US, Maceina could be seen as an influen-
tial ideologue of the FLF. His democratic convictions were based on the so-
cial teachings of the Catholic Church, and his papers constantly referred to 
Christian intellectuals and papal encyclicals. But his milieu avoided being 
linked with the “narrow party politics” of the LCDP and called for integral 
(pilnutinė) democracy, which can be real only if based on Christian respect 
for the person. 

The main sources of this chapter’s analysis will be the personal pa-
pers, writings and letters of Maceina and Krupavičius. Both intellectuals 
can also be easily linked to a broader pool of documents kept in the ar-
chives of the Christian Democratic party as well as the personal papers of 
their various associates. It is worth noting that Christian Democrats and 
intellectuals were the most active group in publishing among Lithuanian 
political groups in exile. Dozens of journals, newspapers and books can 
be linked to their activity, but the most important among them are Aidai 
(Echoes) and Į laisvę (Toward Freedom), edited by intellectuals close to 
Maceina; the official magazine of the Christian Democrats, Tėvynės sargas 
(Guardian of Fatherland); and the daily Draugas (Friend), which was edit-
ed by members of the LCDP. These were the main platforms for presenting 
and discussing political ideas, analysing the conditions of Soviet Lithuania 
and Lithuanians in exile and offering a Christian interpretation of politi-
cal questions. Į laisvę and Tėvynės sargas were the most political among 
them, but probably the most widely read by Lithuanians in exile were the 
cultural journal Aidai and the daily Draugas. Nonetheless, all of them are 
illustrative as representing intellectual trends and framing public opinion 
in Lithuanian exile.
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The institutionalisation of Christian political 
movements in exile

Unlike Christian Democratic movements and parties in Western Europe, 
the main reason for establishing the Lithuanian Christian Democratic par-
ty in exile was not the Nazi, but the Soviet occupation. True, from the ear-
ly 1930s the right-leaning Lithuanian authoritarian regime had already 
been implementing policies directed against Christian social and youth 
movements, which reached the highest point of authoritarian oppres-
sion in 1936 with the banning of all political parties, including the LCDP.16 
But even despite these policies, politicians and intellectuals linked to the 
LCDP were not prosecuted and acted moderately, because they saw the 
main geopolitical threats as arising from territorial disagreements with 
Germany and Poland. Indeed, the Soviet Union was interpreted not as a 
geopolitical (at that time Lithuania did not have a border with the Soviet 
Union), but as a social and cultural threat, all the more so because Lithua-
nian Christian intellectuals considered communism as an ideology totally 
incompatible with Christianity.17 These fears became particularly relevant 
after the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, which led to the so-called first 
Soviet occupation of Lithuania in 1940-41. This was interrupted by the 
relatively short Nazi occupation of 1941-44, which by some Lithuanians 
was treated as a lesser evil and an opportunity to restore Lithuanian state-
hood with the help of Germany. Not only did these naïve hopes not come 
true, but in 1944 Lithuania was incorporated into the Soviet Union as the 
Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republic (LSSR), which by those in exile was 
considered to be the second Soviet occupation, or re-occupation.18

In 1940-41, during the first Soviet occupation, prominent Catholic in-
tellectuals and priests were already fleeing to Germany in hopes of escap-
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ing onward to the USA. In 1941 some of them returned to Lithuania with 
eastward-moving German troops and tried to establish independent, or 
at least semi-independent, political and cultural institutions. In some cas-
es, these attempts were not in line with German interests and politics, so 
some of the disloyal activists were imprisoned, deported to Germany and 
stayed there because they did not want to return to Lithuania once it was 
re-occupied by the Soviet Union (as in the case of Krupavičius). In some 
cases, mild resistance remained unpunished by the German government, 
but the activists involved decided to leave the country to escape possible 
persecution by the Soviets in 1944 (as in the case of Maceina). 

Around 60,000 citizens fled the country in 1944-45 and were located 
in displaced persons (DP) camps in Germany. According to the prominent 
Lithuanian scholar of exile Egidijus Aleksandravičius, this exile can be de-
scribed as an exile of poets and soldiers, because a number of them were 
former military personnel or intellectuals.19 In fact, it is quite hard to have 
an accurate description of the social structure of Lithuanian refugees in 
Western Europe, but it would be fair to claim that it was an exile of elites – 
university scholars, intellectuals and politicians. Therefore, the first years 
of exile already saw attempts to re-establish cultural (for example, jour-
nals, schools, even a university), political (for example, parties) and social 
(for example, youth and charitable) organisations, which were repressed 
by both Soviet and Nazi authorities in Lithuania. Having divergent ideo-
logical views, these people were nonetheless united by their anti-Soviet 
and pro-independence stance, which manifested itself in the activity of the 
Supreme Committee for the Liberation of Lithuania (SCLL; in Lithuanian – 
Vyriausiasis Lietuvos Išlaisvinimo Komitetas, VLIK).20 

During the first years of exile, through the beginning of the 1960s, there 
was still hope of returning to a free Lithuania, but hopes of independent 
statehood vanished as the Lithuanian guerrilla resistance weakened, and 
the Soviet regime remained preponderant even after the death of Stalin in 
1953. As a result, more than fifty percent of the Lithuanian refugees locat-
ed in DP camps in Europe resettled to the USA. The main reason for this 
was the fact that the Lithuanian diaspora there was already large and ac-
tive from the beginning of the twentieth century, and it actively participat-
ed in resettlement to the US according to the so-called DP Act 774 of 1948. 
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Only a relatively small percentage of Lithuanians stayed in Europe 
(around 8,000 in Germany, around 4,000 in the UK, Italy and Sweden, with 
the numbers much lower for other important destinations) or immigrat-
ed to South America (around 2,000 to Venezuela) and Australia (around 
5,000).21 Accordingly, most of the organisations that had been (re-)estab-
lished in Europe were relocated to various parts of the Americas (for ex-
ample, the main political institution SCLL moved its headquarters to New 
York in 1955), while only individual party member branches remained 
in Europe. As a consequence, Lithuanians in exile were scattered around 
the globe. For example, if speaking about Christian institutions, it is worth 
mentioning that, even though some intellectuals remained in Germany, 
the most active publishing and intellectual work was done in various plac-
es in the US. One of the most important intellectual centres for Catholic 
studies, a seminary for Lithuanian priests called the Collegium of Saint 
Casimir, was located in Rome.

An influential segment of the exiled population consisted of Catholic 
intellectuals and ex-Christian Democratic party members, both laymen 
and priests, who played an active role in social and political life in inter-
war Lithuania and, later, in Lithuanian exile. Two groups became the main 
proponents of political Catholicism in the postwar era – the Lithuanian 
Christian Democratic Party and the Fellows of the Lithuanian Front (FLF, 
Lietuvos fronto bičiuliai). This Christian Democratic institutional struc-
ture can be explained by attempts to maintain continuity, which ultimately 
became not a unifying, but instead a fracturing element. Traditionally, at 
least since 1917, the main proponent of political Catholicism in Lithuania 
had been the Lithuanian Christian Democratic Party (LCDP), which was 
banned by the authoritarian regime in 1936. Most of its (ex-)members 
were not prosecuted and even took up high positions in administrative 
or Church institutions, but were not allowed to take part in political life; 
it was forbidden to join political parties or criticise the government for 
un-democratic behaviour. This intensification of authoritarian practices 
and lack of action to the contrary from the Church hierarchy led to political 
passivity, which was later criticised by the younger generation of Christian 
intellectuals, including Maceina. Loyal, however, to the democratic Lithua-
nian state of 1918, many of the ex-LCDP members fled Lithuania after the 
Soviet occupation in 1944. 

The LCDP officially reappeared on 26 October 1946, in Scheinfeld, Ger-
many. The LCDP declared a “traditional” attitude, that the party is a politi-
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cal force of the centre, a third way between liberal individualism and left- 
or right-wing collectivism, aiming to reform society according to Christian 
Democratic principles: “only by reaching the goals [of our party] can a 
person enslaved by both radical left- and right-wing ideologies of modern 
civilisation liberate himself. The party’s traditional line is progress and at-
tempts to reform life in accordance with the principles of Christianity. [...] 
only this will guarantee individual liberty, economic and cultural well-be-
ing for every citizen”.22 

However, Catholic political activity in the public sphere did not take one 
form only, i.e. the form of a political party, but was also visible in the com-
munities of intellectuals not related to the LCDP. The most active among 
them (Antanas Maceina, historian Zenonas Ivinskis, literary critic Juozas 
Ambrazevičius-Brazaitis, sociologist Pranas Dielininkaitis) were part 
of the so-called “generation of ’36” – the younger generation of Catholic 
activists, mostly born in the first decade of the twentieth century.23 They 
took their name from the collective declaration “Towards the creation of 
an organic state,” published in 1936.24 Formally, this declaration sought to 
avoid politics, and the scholars presented themselves as engaged in cul-
tural and not political work. But in reality, its aim was to chart a third way 
between liberal parliamentarism and nationalist authoritarianism, and it 
was therefore harshly criticised by supporters of the existing authoritarian 
regime. At the same time, this younger generation of lay Catholic intellec-
tuals attacked the LCDP for its inability to resist authoritarian tendencies, 
and for its lack of initiative. These younger intellectuals, in turn, wanted to 
reform Lithuanian society in accordance with Christian teaching.25

In 1940, the Soviet Union moved its troops into Lithuanian territory and 
forced it to join the Soviet Union. As a result, more than 10,000 non-Soviet 
social and political leaders were persecuted, but a number of the promi-
nent figures of the “generation of ‘36” either managed to avoid repression 
(e.g. the historians Juozas Ambrazevičius and Zenonas Ivinskis) or fled to 
exile in Germany (then a neighbouring country) with the hope of escaping 
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to the USA (like Maceina himself, or the Rev. Stasys Yla).26 In 1941, some 
of them (Ambrazevičius, Maceina, the chemist Adolfas Damušis) joined 
the Lithuanian Activist Front (LAF), which was a movement uniting differ-
ent prewar political parties ranging from social democrats to the radical 
Right, as well as non-partisan activists. 

The LAF is known for organising an uprising against the Soviets on  
23 June 1941. In fact, this revolt was quite limited, as the Red Army was 
withdrawing from Lithuania because of advancing German troops, and 
after several months of cooperation with the Nazi regime, the LAF was 
dissolved in September 1941. But those months were crucial for the “gen-
eration of ’36” in establishing itself as a separate political movement – the 
Lithuanian Front (LF). Formally, the Lithuanian Front attempted to be-
come a broad unifying movement, but was actually led by Catholic intel-
lectuals and seen as a Christian political force both by parties of the Left 
and Christian Democratic party members.

The divide between these two Christian movements became clear as 
early as 1946, when this younger generation of politically active Christians 
remained separate from the LCDP and organised a meeting of LF members 
in Bad Cannstatt in 1948. They tried to avoid any links to party politics, 
and it became popular to speak about an organisation without any for-
mal institutionalisation: “The Lithuanian Front must remain a movement 
[but not an organisation]. Frontmen are not united by statute: we don’t 
have those […] Frontmen are united by unity of ideas, their view on the 
state”.27 Even though some of the leading figures of the movement, includ-
ing Maceina, called for remaining a movement and not an institutionalised 
party, after founding conferences that took place in the USA in 1951-52, 
they established the FLF (Fellows of the Lithuanian Front; Lietuvių fronto 
bičiuliai). This was reminiscent of the ideologically ambivalent LAF, but 
despite calls for the unification of all political forces for the sake of Lith-
uanian independence, the leaders of the FLF were Catholic intellectuals 
of the “generation of ’36” (Brazaitis, Maceina, Damušis, Ivinskis, etc.) and 
were treated with suspicion, or even as enemies of Christian Democracy, 
because they opposed the political union of Christians in the structures of 
the LCDP.28 For their part, the FLF criticised the LCDP for its lack of initia-
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tive in the interwar era, the un-Christian lifestyle of some of its leading fig-
ures (e.g. belonging to masonic organisations and living in concubinage) 
and also for dogmatic party politics, which were closed to outsiders and 
did not help to consolidate Lithuanians in exile for the sake of Lithuanian 
freedom.29 As an alternative, the FLF projected a broad movement that 
sought to bring together all Lithuanians devoted to the goal of an indepen-
dent Lithuania and devoted to the principles of Christian morality.30

This divide raised a question about the political leadership of all Lithu-
anian Christians in exile, which remained relevant up until 1990. At least 
formally, the LCDP claimed to be the only real political party of Christians,31 
while the FLF tried to avoid the label of a party and presented itself as a 
unifying force based on Christian moral and cultural values.32 To some de-
gree, this self-representation was visible in practical initiatives. The LCDP 
first of all acted as a political party, setting itself the goal of becoming the 
leading political force of Lithuanians in exile. As such, it became the most 
influential member of the SCLL, which remained one of the most import-
ant institutions in the struggle for independence up until 1990.33 In 1950 
it became a member of the Nouvelles Équipes Internationales (NEI),34 and 
it contributed in the same year to the establishment of the Christian Dem-
ocratic Union of Central Europe (CDUCE). The LCDP was also the most ac-
tive Lithuanian party in launching the Assembly of Captive European Na-
tions in 1954.35 While participating in various international organisations, 
the LCDP together with other Central and Eastern European countries 
also raised the issue of independent statehood, which became the most 
important question on the LCDP’s international political agenda.36 But this 
international cooperation with both Western and East-Central European 
Christian forces was a matter of secondary importance compared to the 
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most urgent cultural and political issues of the dispersed Lithuanian exile 
community. The LCDP were following the international initiatives of the 
broader Christian Democratic movement, but the party’s ambitions did 
not aim at an active role in this process, instead aspiring only to remind 
Western allies about threat of communism.37

The FLF took a different course of action than the LCDP. It claimed to 
be not a party, but, first of all, a cultural movement united by the Christian 
worldview with its main focus on cultural work among Lithuanians. In the 
words of its formal leader Juozas Brazaitis: “We grew up in the atmosphere 
of Christian principles, which are universal treasures of the Western spirit. 
Christian morality for us is the irrefutable norm, which should be followed 
in all human actions, including the political. We know that, even in the era 
of democratic Lithuania, the human person, so highly valued by Christi-
anity, was overshadowed [by the state]. [In a cultural democracy we have 
to] respect the person’s freedom and to create conditions for his free ac-
tions”.38 

True, like all other Lithuanian political groups, the FLF had represen-
tatives in the SCLL, but, as in the interwar period, their activity was more 
visible not in the political, but in intellectual fields. Philosopher Juozas Gir-
nius became editor-in-chief of the multi-volume Lithuanian encyclopedia 
published in exile. A number of intellectuals began teaching in Western 
universities,39 from which they wrote for the cultural journal Aidai and the 
more politically inclined magazine Į laisvę. They took an active role in the 
Scientific Academy of Lithuanian Catholics that united Catholic intellectu-
als working in various scholarly fields, and they presented their academic 
work to the Lithuanian public in exile. “Toward freedom” (the translation 
of Į laisvę) became an important motto and the name of a foundation es-
tablished in 1960. It was engaged in publishing and supported the organ-
isation of annual scientific and cultural symposiums.

But this formal divide between political and cultural work was not so 
perfect in reality. A number of Catholic organisations were re-established 
in exile, including the influential Lithuanian Catholic Federation move-
ment Ateitis (Future), the Lithuanian Catholic Academy of Science (LCAS) 
and Caritas centres for Lithuanians. Both the LCDP and the FLF competed 
to have representatives on the managing boards of these organisations. 



204 Justinas Dementavičius

40	 Paul Weidling, “‘For the Love of Christ’: Strategies of International Catholic Relief and the Allied 
Occupation of Germany, 1945-1948,” Journal of Contemporary History 43, no. 3 (2008): 477-492; 
Indrė Vitkuvienė and Kęstutis Žemaitis, “Lietuvių išeivių pastoracijos modelis Vakarų Europoje 
1946-1949 metais,” Soter, no. 94 (2018): 25-49.

41	 Jurgita Blažytė, “Religinis lietuvių gyvenimas DP stovyklose 1945-1950,” Oikos: lietuvių migraci-
jos ir diasporos studijos, no. 1 (2008): 83-103; Gudonis, “Vatikano tautinės delegatūros vaidmuo,” 
Aidai, no. 26 (1949): 237-239; Maceina, Antano Maceinos laiškai prel. Pranciškui Jurui, 28-32. 
This tendency could also reflect interwar tensions between young Catholics and Archbishop 
Skvireckas, as the latter was critical in regard to initiatives of the younger generation and tried 
to privilege relations with Lithuanian nationalists.

42	 Povilaitis and Škiudaitė, Lietuviai krikščionys demokratai išeivijoje, 91-119.

This cleavage was even more pronounced in the face of disagreements 
among the prelates of the Lithuanian Catholic Church. In 1946, as part of 
a Vatican mission to DP camps, Pope Pius XII entrusted the pastoral care 
of Lithuanian refugees to the so-called Lithuanian National Delegation 
(Lith. Tautinė Delegatūra; active until 1949),40 but as some acting Lithu-
anian priests and bishops also escaped to Western Europe, there was dis-
agreement as to who should have the higher rank and the last word in 
Church and Catholic Action matters among Lithuanians. As it happens, the 
LCDP had good relations with bishops, while the FLF was more inclined 
to listen to the National Delegation.41 Last but not least, this competition 
for influence between the FLF and the LCDP was at least partly based on 
the worldviews of both organisations and their disagreement about the 
meaning of being a socially active Catholic in exile. For the LCDP activists, 
confessional party politics was an important part of realising Christian 
Democratic ideals, while the FLF believed that it was wrong to ascribe a 
democratic ideal to one party or one confessional view, and campaigned 
for cultural, but not political, activity on the part of Lithuanians.

Despite attempts to consolidate one Lithuanian Catholic movement in 
exile, the debate remained active, and disagreements were visible through 
the end of the 1960s.42 In the first years of exile, the main reason for the 
debate was probably that there was still a certain (and naïve) hope that 
Soviet domination in Lithuania would not last long and that Western 
countries would fight the Soviet Union. Therefore, the debate about the 
future Lithuanian state, its leadership, political structure and the role of 
the Christian worldview in that state was an important issue. Gradually, 
however, they realised that Soviet domination would not be short-lived, 
and this led to a streamlining of the main political programme, by commit-
ting to the struggle for Lithuanian independence and projects to maintain 
a national identity (especially for the younger generation) in exile.
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Several factors can be identified that fostered political routinisation 
and ideological ambiguity. First, two reasons led to the belief that the So-
viet Union was stable and a strong political power in Lithuania: (a) the end 
of Lithuanian guerrilla fighting in 1953 and (b) the successful transition of 
power to Khrushchev after the death of Stalin, also in 1953. The absence of 
support from the Western powers for the Lithuanian cause also helped to 
foreclose the hope of independence. Second, as was mentioned earlier, the 
dispersal of Lithuanians across the globe made it difficult to coordinate 
actions effectively. Even though most of the exiles were located in the US, 
they lived in different cities – mainly Cleveland, Boston, Chicago and New 
York. This dispersal eased the tensions between different political parties, 
but at the same time made it difficult to have an active party organisation, 
especially because the party members, especially the younger generation, 
gradually integrated into the societies of their adopted countries.43 

The heated debates of the first decades in exile gave way to political 
and cultural routine: annual conferences of the LCAS, scientific and cultur-
al forums, meetings with Western politicians, etc.44 This work constitut-
ed the main political activity up until 1989. A few years after announcing 
perestroika, attempts to liberalise the Soviet Union’s administration of the 
Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republic (LSSR) allowed for the founding of in-
dependent civic and political organisations, creating in turn the possibility 
of re-establishing old Lithuanian Catholic institutions in Lithuania. There-
fore, in 1989 the LCDP was (re-)established by the anti-Soviet resistance, 
who then sought to reach out to the “Western” LCDP.45 FLF initiatives were 
gradually transferred to Lithuanian soil; for example, Į laisvę opened a 
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branch in Lithuania,46 and Aidai transferred its name to the new magazine 
Naujasis Židinys-Aidai in 1991. The LCAS executive board was relocated to 
Vilnius in 1992. Consequently, all the main political, social and academic 
institutions were transferred from exile to Lithuanian soil, and the history 
of Lithuanian Christian Democracy entered a new phase.

On two ideologues: the intellectual inspirations 
and political aspirations of Maceina and Krupavičius

When considering continuities and shifts in the political and ideological 
imagination of Christian Democrats in exile, one should consider two im-
portant dimensions. The first is the reaction to the changing political and 
social environment. The experience of exile revealed new problems and 
reshaped political thinking. As the main problems changed over time, po-
litical practices, and even to some extent goals, also changed. Second, as I 
will show later, reactions to these challenges were different in the sense 
that their interpretation depended on the specifics of the worldview of a 
given Catholic group. 

These factors make exile a multi-layered phenomenon not only in a 
temporal, but also a spatial sense – and not only for different political par-
ties, but also for intellectuals representing similar political convictions. 
Therefore, it is important to understand how these practical issues reflect-
ed the broader tradition of Lithuanian Christian Democracy and Christian 
political movements, which were institutionalised in two main organisa-
tions, the LCDP and the FLF. Both can be treated as seminal for (re)shap-
ing the political imagination of Lithuanians in exile. To understand these 
practical attempts by Christians to act, in the words of Jacques Maritain, en 
chrétien (in keeping with Christian teaching) and en tant que chrétien (in 
the name of Christianity) I would like to turn to two important Christian 
Democratic exiles: Krupavičius, leader of the LCDP, and Maceina, one of 
the main ideologues of the FLF.47

Krupavičius and Maceina represent two different traditions of Chris-
tian Democratic thought in Lithuania, but, despite generational and polit-
ical differences, their theoretical inclinations and practical stance to some 
degree overlapped. First of all, in exile one finds oneself in totally new 
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existential circumstances, where opportunities to cherish older political 
and social identities are limited. It was clear that there was no possibility 
of any meaningful influence in Soviet Lithuania or to take part in the coun-
try’s political development. Thus, all that was left was to simulate Lithua-
nian state institutions in the West, with the goal of re-establishing Lithua-
nian statehood. All political declarations and party programmes began by 
stating this goal: “The LCDP […] thinks that the ongoing fight for Lithua-
nian freedom is the most important matter, and all other goals should be 
connected to it”.48 Or, as Maceina put it, “the ideal of an independent state 
is shining brightly as the highest one […] re-establishment of an indepen-
dent Lithuanian state is a goal that unites all attempts by exiles”.49 This was 
the most important precondition for unity not only among Christian par-
ties, but also with secular organisations. Institutionally, it was embodied 
in the SCLL, which was seen as the prototype of a democratic parliament 
where different party groups could meet and coordinate their approaches. 

The LCDP’s and FLF’s respective goals and practical activities regard-
ing Lithuania or the Soviet Union were more or less in concert. Both of 
these parties published their journals and took part in the activities of 
national and international organisations that were used to raise the ques-
tion of Lithuanian independence. Indeed, this was a feature of all Lithu-
anian political movements in exile, excluding communists. There were 
only slight differences regarding their stance towards the Soviet Union, 
as right-leaning parties were very sceptical about any official contacts 
with representatives of Soviet Lithuania, even if it was just a concert or 
sporting event. Meanwhile, left-leaning parties tried to maintain contacts 
with the intellectuals of Soviet Lithuania, following the thesis of known 
interwar exile and social democrat Steponas Kairys to “turn to Lithuania”, 
i.e. to have as many contacts with Lithuanians living in Soviet Lithuania 
as possible.50 Eventually this led to a possibility for liberals to build solid 
relations with the intellectual elite of Soviet Lithuania, while the influence 
of Catholic thinkers spread to underground movements via samizdat, be-
cause the Soviet-based Catholic underground illegally republished books 
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written in exile by Lithuanian authors such as Maceina and Girnius.51 Still, 
in both cases exile was seen as the leading front against the Sovietisation 
of Lithuania.

Only in the middle of the 1960s, due to the lack of support from West-
ern powers, the end of guerrilla resistance in Lithuania and the institu-
tionalisation of the Soviet system, did the exiles shift to conceiving of inde-
pendence instead as merely the goal of a distant future. Those in exile had 
to deal with the more immediate issue of keeping the commitment to this 
goal, which meant not only efforts to coordinate all initiatives, but also the 
need to keep Lithuanian identity Lithuanian. Already in the first years of 
exile there was a certain dispersal of Lithuanians across other states and 
societies, which was seen as a threat to the nation’s future because of the 
greater possibility of assimilation into the receiving cultures – what histo-
rians Michel Dumoulin and Idesbald Goddeeris have labelled the dilemma 
of “integration or representation”.52 There was a wish among Lithuanians 
to cooperate not only on a party-political, but also on a broader societal 
level. The main institutional framework for this project was the World 
Community of Lithuanians (WCL), initiated by the LCDP and Krupavičius, 
which aimed to “keep alive [the nation’s] vitality, language, and national 
and state traditions”.53 Despite these attempts, it was impossible to escape 
integration into Western societies, especially in the case of younger gener-
ations, who were educated in Western schools and universities. This vis-
ible shift in the national self-identity of Lithuanians in exile led to discus-
sions on how to remain Lithuanian and what political parties should do to 
consolidate national identity. 

The relationship between the nation and Christianity was another im-
portant question for different Lithuanian Catholic movements in exile. The 
political discourse of exile was mostly state- and nation-centred. All of the 
relevant political parties stressed Lithuanian independence and the pres-
ervation of national culture as common goals. Having in mind that this 
manifestation of political and cultural nationalism had worrisome conno-
tations in post-Nazi Germany and in the US, parties used different strate-
gies to avoid the accusation of being nationalist. Lithuanian left-leaning 
parties (the Union of Peasant Populists and the Lithuanian Social Dem-
ocratic Party) and even former right-wing nationalists (the Union of Na-
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tionalists and the Nationalist Party) emphasised the rights of man and 
nations as their main principles. Only that approach, they claimed, could 
safeguard the human person from oppressive nationalism and at the same 
time let every individual express his true national identity. 

In both cases, Christianity was met with suspicion, seen either as an 
oppressive social power (and thus a threat to the individual) or as univer-
salistic (and thus a threat to a nation). Christian organisations attempted 
to avoid this critique by presenting religion as an integral part of nation-
al identity and also by trying to synthesise Christian universalism with 
national particularism. But still, it was the importance of faith that made 
Christians an exception compared to other forms of Lithuanian demo-
cratic parties. In the words of Krupavičius: “Our highest goal at the mo-
ment is the fatherland. We don’t have and can’t have any higher goal than 
this, except only God”.54 That is, Christian faith should be treated as more 
important than narrow national or state interest. But, at the same time, 
Christians should respect the nation as the natural social order and thus 
seek full realisation of national culture and freedom – in other words, to 
fight for independent statehood. 

The FLF shared this credo. In the pages of Į laisvę, Maceina stated that 
the formation and maintenance of the (Christian) worldview was as im-
portant as the national question: “Inclusion of Lithuania into the Soviet 
Union was not just an inclusion into the Russian empire, but also her in-
clusion into communistic ideology. That is why we were worried not only 
about the political freedom of Lithuania, but also about her Christian spir-
it and culture”.55 

This Christian stance was especially important in relations with sec-
ular parties and organisations – socialists, liberals and nationalists. All 
of them expressed frustration that Lithuanian Catholics divided only pro 
forma into different movements, while actually they shared the same “il-
liberal” worldview, merging religion with political institutions. In fact, in 
real political life the first statement was wrong (there were disagreements 
among Lithuanian Catholics), and the second was only partially true. Only 
the LCDP spoke about the importance of religion in political life, even 
though it did not mean direct involvement of the Church – for example, 
in a memo for Christian Democratic study clubs, that the “state lacks any 
principles which would safeguard it from unilateralism; it needs religion 
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as a life-directing force”.56 For that matter, there was also a certain simpli-
fication in the treatment of secular organisations by Christian intellectu-
als. Socialists, liberals and nationalists (even to some extent communists) 
were seen only as different shades of one overarching enemy: liberalism.57 

There are some important similarities not only in Krupavičius’s and 
Maceina’s political aspirations, but also in the nature of their devotion to 
Catholic social teaching. The first articles by Krupavičius were written un-
der the influence of Leo XIII’s social thought, and up until his death the 
Lithuanian priest constantly referred to Rerum Novarum (1891), Quadra-
gesimo anno (1931) and, later, Mater et Magistra (1961) as the main in-
tellectual inspirations for his political ideas.58 On the other hand, he not 
only recognised the importance of modern Christian intellectuals (Mauri-
ac, Chesterton, Guardini, Péguy, Mounier, etc.), but also acknowledged that 
Maritain is an important “theoretician and ideologue of Christian Demo- 
cracy, probably the greatest authority in this field of our times. Lithuanian 
Christian Democracy has used his writings extensively”.59 Still, Krupaviči-
us rarely interpreted or referred to other political thinkers in his texts and 
political speeches.

Meanwhile, Maceina and his fellows were active in the Ateitis (Future) 
movement, a Catholic organisation founded in 1911. Its main slogan, fol-
lowing Pius X, was: “To renew all things in Christ”. But despite that pope’s 
campaign against modernism, for Lithuanian Catholics this slogan became 
an impulse to talk about the brand-new secular world that needed to be 
renewed in conjunction with Christianity. That is why modern Christian 
thinkers of Western Europe were actively cited and invoked, starting with 
the pages of Mounier’s Esprit, which served as inspiration for a critique 
of all modern ideologies. After World War II, Maceina also engaged more 
and more with the social and political thought of Jacques Maritain, who 
for Maceina was “the most loyal and zealous Thomist of our times”.60 Ma-
ceina did not encounter him in person, but read his works and clearly fol-
lowed some of his ideas regarding the relationship between Christianity 
and democracy, even though his main references were the social teaching 
of popes. 
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At the same time, both Krupavičius and Maceina actively engaged in the 
political tradition of Lithuanian Catholic social thought, which was subject 
to influences not only from Western Catholicism, but also from Russian 
political and cultural traditions. Krupavičius’s political involvement was 
stimulated by Russian politics and social conditions at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. First of all, as a child of the Lithuanian national 
awakening of the early twentieth century, he problematised questions of 
nationality, treating it with great care and recognising its importance and 
its perils at the same time.61 Second, he wanted to improve the social con-
dition of Lithuanians worldwide and in this regard maintained contacts 
with Jurgis Matulaitis and was keen to cite his social ideas. The latter was 
an alumnus of the University of Fribourg (attended 1898-1902), an activ-
ist and promoter of Christian social action in Poland and Lithuania alike 
and the first chair of sociology at the Catholic Theological Academy in 
Saint Petersburg (1907-11). Even though Krupavičius attended the Acad-
emy only after 1911, he followed Matulaitis’s social convictions and con-
sulted with him regarding the LCDP programme in 1918, when Matulaitis 
was already a bishop in Vilnius. This commitment to national and social 
integrity remained an important part of Krupavičius’s convictions until 
his death, and especially during his years of exile, since the Soviet Union, 
as the successor state to Russia, once again posed a threat to Lithuania in 
both these senses.

As for Maceina, he was a child of interwar independent Lithuania. But 
even if he was educated in Lithuania, he clearly trended towards following 
in Western footsteps, drawing in part on his experience in 1932-35 au-
diting lectures at several Western universities, including Fribourg, Stras-
bourg and Louvain. Maceina also synthesised the thoughts of Western 
authors with the social thought and theology of Russian religious intellec-
tuals like Nikolai Berdyaev, Sergei Bulgakov, Vladimir Solovyov and Fyo-
dor Dostoyevsky. But his Lithuanian texts and writings dedicated to ques-
tions of political regime mostly referred to his teacher Stasys Šalkauskis 
and other Lithuanian Christian thinkers including Būčys, the first author 
of the LCDP programme project.62 Therefore, even though the idea of in-
tegral democracy was developed in exile, in reality it could be treated as 
a continuation of political programmes developed by older generations of 



212 Justinas Dementavičius

Lithuanian Catholic intellectuals. In other words, the political thought of 
Lithuanian Christians in exile was more concerned with preserving Lithu-
anian tradition and publicising the Catholic roots of their thinking, than in 
engaging in and presenting discussions of Western Christian Democratic 
thought. 

Ideological debate: Christian confessional democracy
and integral democracy

As we can see, fundamentally, the attitudes of Maceina and Krupavičius 
regarding the most important goals of exile were the same. Both of their 
organisations fought for the renewed national independence of Lithua-
nia, criticised communist ideology and sought to protect and preserve the 
Christian worldview among Lithuanians in exile. But, as long as there was 
hope of once again having an independent state, the most important ele-
ment of their political thought was the shape of the future political regime 
(held in trust in the meantime by the SCLL). At least in official declara-
tions, all political parties, including former supporters of national author-
itarianism, were pro-democratic. But, in reality, there were significant dif-
ferences between them regarding ideas of democracy; even formally close 
allies could have a different understanding of the meaning of democracy. 
This was true for the LCDP and the FLF, as both featured influential intel-
lectuals who did not hesitate to fight over the real meaning of (Christian) 
Democracy – both Christian, both anti-totalitarian, but also diverging in 
their perceptions of Church-state relations and the role of Christianity in 
political life. 

These two interpretations seem similar, especially when one is talking 
about the procedural aspects of democracy. There was no doubt that de-
mocracy should express the will of the people; be based on the separation 
of legislative, executive and judicial powers; and create an equal opportu-
nity to take part in political life and debate. Their ideas of democracy were 
seen as alternatives to the old and inefficient liberal parliamentarianism. 
The basis for that was the interpretation of liberalism as being exclusively 
focused on the question of individual freedom and welfare, while ignoring 
questions of social responsibility and common good. For example, in the 
early 1950s Maceina claimed that, “for liberalism, the individual embod-
ies the highest value, and this grows into narrow self-interest. Trying to 
escape the social chaos that follows it, liberalism has to call for a ‘common 
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will’ and thus becomes a dictatorship of the majority”.63 At the same time, 
Krupavičius expressed the same critical interpretation while describing 
the genesis of Christian Democracy.64 A similar critique was elaborated 
regarding the question of a parliament. Formally speaking, he recognised 
it as an important democratic institution, but in liberal regimes and devel-
oping societies, parliaments were torn apart by demagogy and the faction-
alism of individual and party interests.65 

However, while these basic principles and historical interpretations 
coincided, the theoretical grounding for their arguments and even some 
of the practical implications diverged. This can be attributed to the differ-
ences between cultural and political interpretations of Christian Demo- 
cracy. The first dreamt about the Christianisation of social life from below 
by means of everyday cultural work, avoiding the use of enforced polit-
ical power; the second treated political power as an important tool for 
strengthening Christianity. Referring to this debate, one can speak about 
a discussion between worldview-neutral politics on the one hand, where 
worldview pluralism is respected as a crucial choice of free persons and 
thus the basis for real democracy, and Christian party politics on the other. 
The latter claims to be “doing the work of the Church”66 as was said in exile 
in 1948 – between full, or integral, and partial or (Christian) democracy.67

As leader of the LCDP, Krupavičius represented a confessional under-
standing of Christian Democracy. The basis for his interpretation of de-
mocracy was politics understood as, first of all, the ability to rule accord-
ing to prudence. In a programme for Christian Democratic study clubs in 
exile, prudence was treated in a Catholic light, and Krupavičius, following 
Thomas Aquinas, claimed that it is based on three principles: (a) the goal 
of human life should be salvation reached through following Christ; (b) 
only the Catholic Church, as the representative and mystical embodiment 
of Christ, fully expresses this knowledge; and (c) the sacred matters of 
man should be more important than secular ones.68 In the practical sphere, 
this meant that politicians first of all should take into account divine and 
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Church commandments, the most important among them (as motives for 
any political and social action) being love for another person.69

These presuppositions are the basis for an idea of democracy in two 
senses. First of all, Christian citizens are obliged to go out into the world 
and, invoking Leo XIII, “to come out of the sacristy”.70 As everyone has nat-
ural social duties, it is not only those in positions of political power who 
shape social and political realities, but everyone, the people as a whole: 
“Christian democracy is a social order where all social groups – higher and 
lower – are working for the common good, but firstly for the abandoned 
and abused poorest […] a social order where everybody should follow jus-
tice, truthfulness and love, which leads to brotherhood and equality be-
fore God for the children of God”.71 

In a Christian democracy, everyone has a certain power to effect change 
while striving to be just, foster peace and seek the common good, or, in 
other words, contribute to implementing an ideal political, social and eco-
nomic regime. Any betterment of the political, social, economic or cultural 
situation of all society is an expression of love, so it is a duty of Christians, 
and especially of those in power, to act as “servant of servants of God (Ser-
vus Servorum Dei) [because] those who have more should give more; and 
those who have less should receive more”.72 The most important authority, 
the master, the only sovereign, is God. Second, this idea is broad in that it 
speaks about all aspects of social life: politics, economy and culture; after 
all, injustice can be seen in every sphere. Democracy amounts to an equal 
opportunity to take part in all those modes of life: to be a good citizen, to 
be a responsible worker, to develop one’s own culture. In 1961, proba-
bly reflecting the mindset of Lithuanian émigrés in the US, Krupavičius 
wrote that, at the time, only political democracy was prevailing, while oth-
er forms of democracy had yet to be created.73 And he contended that, by 
claiming the brotherhood of all man, protecting the freedom of man from 
worldly oppression, and trying to achieve social justice, the Church sets 
out the most fundamental principles for true democracy in all spheres of 
life – political, social and cultural.74 

From a procedural point of view, it is not so important how political, 
social or cultural justice is reached. It can be attained in a democratic re-
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77	 LCDP, “Lietuvos krikščionių demokratų partijos pagrindai,” 680. 
78	 Krupavičius, “Enciklika Graves de communi,” 151.

public or even in a monarchy, as long as the state cares about the common 
good, peace and justice.75 On the contrary, it is a mistake to think that for-
mal institutions can change human behaviour, while the opposite is true: 
it is wilful and responsibly humane behaviour that makes an institution 
work for the sake of the common good. Political agreements should be re-
spected because “the essence of democracy is ‘who can [do] more, should 
[do] more; who can [have] less, should receive more’ – this is the essence, 
and everything else is just an accidental feature […] Politically, democracy 
should not be related to any concrete regime or order, though order can 
help to achieve democratic goals. The most democratic state is the one 
that regards the good of the society and the interests of the majority in the 
best way”.76 In other words, true democracy does not merely equate to a 
man-made constitutional republic, but rather derives from actual consid-
eration of people’s fundamental needs, of which the most important are 
spiritual. Once again, the role of Christian politics is not only to remind 
people of that but, first and foremost, to try and implement the politics of 
real democracy in public and social life.

Therefore, according to Krupavičius, Christian Democracy is the only 
real form of democracy and should thus be a universal idea. This is so, 
not only because Christian Democracy aims to harmonise all social in-
terests and spheres of human life, but also because its basic ideas are in 
accord with Christianity, in accord with the “[God-given] laws of broth-
erhood, love and justice”, and not only the relative laws of men or the 
secular state.77 As there is only one true God and one true Christianity, 
there should be one true form of social interaction, expressed by Christian 
Democrats who are following Church teachings. As devoted Catholics, they 
should aim to reform all political life in accordance with Christ and must 
act as a real political and social power. Once again recalling and comment-
ing Leo XIII’s Graves de communi in the 1960s, he suggested that “social 
order can be stable and lead to happiness only if it is following the natural 
order of things. And this natural order should be identified with duties to 
God, to the person himself and to other persons”.78 

Just as Krupavičius embodied the Christian Democratic party, so Ma-
ceina can be seen as a non-partisan Christian democrat, or, more concrete-
ly, a Christian and democrat not by name, but by conviction. In general, 
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his intellectual trajectory can be described as a move from the “moderate 
democratisation” of authoritarianism in the form of an organic state in the 
1930s to an integral democracy, renewing an older concept in exile in the 
1950s and 1960s. By 1936, he and his associates had already been refer-
ring to “liberal democracy” as having done a lot of good for Lithuania, yet 
at the same time too mechanical and neglectful of “the common good of 
the nation in the name of party interests”.79 But while discussing the prob-
lems of the Lithuanian authoritarian regime in the 1930s, Maceina and 
his colleagues were proposing to restore parliamentary institutions and, 
following Western personalist critics of the liberal order such as Marit-
ain and Mounier, to prioritise personal (but not individual) interests over 
state interests. They therefore called for social justice that would help 
to overcome narrow self-interest.80 In 1943, during the German occupa-
tion, Maceina openly argued that modern democracy can and should be 
reformed. It is true that the essence of previous evils was party politics, 
which was too focused on religious and worldview issues. Meanwhile, in a 
reformed democracy, political parties should not represent one class or so-
cial group, but instead work for the benefit of all, “seek a common good”.81

Maceina further elaborated these views throughout the decades that 
he spent in exile. In the first years, Maceina argued that “democracy is 
the most perfect and highest form of the life of the state”.82 But what did 
he really mean by such an illiberal integral democracy? The fundamen-
tal principle of integral democracy echoes the essential idea of an organic 
state, but its democratic character and references to Maritain’s personal-
ism were more explicitly stated in the 1960s: “In a democracy, the person 
is the highest principle, whom everything should serve, but which does 
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not serve anything. [...] The basis of democracy is the priority of the per-
sonal over the collective, over matter, over idea”.83 Maceina attempts to 
present a better form of democracy while criticising the traditional – in 
his words, “liberal” – idea of democracy for: (a) the domination of party 
interest over common good; (b) the denial of a person’s privilege in favour 
of the state or majority; (c) the exaltation of material needs instead of fos-
tering the human spirit; and (d) the restriction of the scope of democracy 
while speaking only about politics, but denying the democratic ideal in 
social, economic and cultural issues.

Maceina’s revision is based on the Thomist philosophical conviction 
that every person is capable of expressing free will and thus acts as an 
image of God. This autonomy, and not a parliament or any form of popular 
sovereignty, is the main principle of democracy, and all other freedoms 
and rights are only derivative of this principle. It is universal, so freedom 
of will should be recognised for every human person or group, which is 
nothing more than the conglomeration of human persons expressing a 
certain “collective personhood”, that is common features allowing differ-
ent persons to be treated as one group. 

That is why, in every true democracy, the person is always more im-
portant than the collective. Meanwhile, a “totalitarian state does not help 
man, but immerses him in a nameless crowd – class, nation, race – until he 
loses all personhood. Instead of serving man it dominates him. It ceases 
to be merely an instrument, and instead becomes a goal of human life. It 
takes away all human life goals and all human life itself”, writes Maceina, 
criticising fascist and Soviet politics alike, treating both as equally evil.84 
This utterance can be interpreted as a critique of state totalitarianism, and 
that is true, but Maceina goes further. Not only can the state suppress per-
sonhood, but so can any collective entity, be it cultural, economic, social or 
ideological. Even the Church and family can act as oppressive forces that 
contradict human nature.85 Therefore, the most important precondition 
of democracy is the protection of personhood from any social and polit-
ical violence. This violence can take different forms and be expressed by 
different actors, but with a consequence of diminishing human will, it is 
always undemocratic.
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In Maceina’s understanding, which clearly correlates with the ideas of 
Maritain and the early writings of Šalkauskis, the main goal of human na-
ture is the so-called integral man: a man who tries to develop all of his 
capabilities and talents to the fullest potential. As he takes part in very dif-
ferent social interactions (political, economic and cultural), he must devel-
op all of them, having in mind that religious identity is also part (indeed, 
the most important part) of his personality. For this reason, all social life 
has to be democratised, first of all starting with cultural democracy, the re-
spect for every personality, which is the basis for democratic action in all 
other fields. The basis of this culture is Christianity, as a religion speaking 
out on behalf of human dignity, the highest order of justice and common 
good. The Christianisation of personal life is thus the starting point for the 
Christianisation and, at the same time, democratisation of all social life.

But this focus on the personal is in a way radical, as it leads to a critique 
of political democracy and even Christian Democracy, not only classically 
understood liberal democracy. Maceina saw liberalism as radically indi-
vidualistic – ignoring other members of society, sacrificing morality in the 
name of freedom and an ideology that protects a partial, but not univer-
sally shared, common good. While Maceina was keen to follow a person-
alistic understanding of human nature and stressed that (a) humans are 
social beings and (b) as God’s creation made in His image they should be 
developing their nature in accordance with God’s will, that is, collectively 
expanding humanity’s horizons as a group of creative cultural agents.86 
This self-understanding aggregates to a worldview common to all human 
beings; thus, liberal universalism as a rationalisation of societies is less 
developed than Christian universalism, which recognises differences and 
tries to preserve unity without eliminating pluralism. Integral democra-
cy would integrate every human being. According to Maceina, “Integral 
democracy covers the full extent of life in the state. Not one sphere can 
remain where the principles of democracy would not be implemented. In-
tegral democracy is not only political, but also regional, professional, cul-
tural”.87

A similar critique is expressed toward political democracy as tending 
to put the formal institutions of democracy before personhood, and there-
by paradoxically diminishing democratic respect for the human person in 
the name of democracy. The real accomplishment of democracy is that it 
saved the human person from slavery to abstract principles; any refer- 
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ences to principles higher than personhood have a tendency to deny hu-
man dignity and real justice for all human beings. In Maceina’s view, only 
principles expressed in the life of Christ were concrete and worthy of fol-
lowing. That is why liberalism, socialism and nationalism all got some-
thing right, but as they did not recognise Christ their claims were only 
partially true. In contrast, the Christian worldview was full (or integral), as 
its tendencies integrated all spheres of social and personal life, including 
religion, speaking about every social strata and human person and there-
by constituting a perfect unity.88 

At the same time, Maceina recognised a practical problem for the 
democratic ideal in the modern state, because every state acts as a set 
of law-giving institutions that cannot foresee all possible future chang-
es. Even the best state represents only a vague possibility of a real divine 
Kingdom, which cannot be accomplished in this life, but should be seen 
as a perfect ideal, a full future realisation of democracy. According to Ma-
ceina, in theological terms this ideal can be understood as a communion 
of saints. The first step toward integral democracy should be seen as a 
person’s attempts to be an integral human, a saint, as Maceina poetically 
presented in his book dedicated to the life of St. Francis in 1954.89

From this account of Maceina’s thought, the possibilities for the cri-
tique of the Lithuanian philosophical understandings of Christian Demo- 
cracy should already be clear. First, democracy cannot act only as Chris-
tian (or socialist, or national), because in its name it presupposes justice 
for every member of society. A Christian Democratic party is only a party, 
a part of society, which cannot be perfect as the world is not perfect. Since 
1946, debating the relations of the FLF and the LCDP, Maceina had been 
convinced that party politics tend to become ideocratic, closed or even 
repressive, while Christianity does not need political violence.90 Second, 
using Christianity as a motive in state politics, which always entails a use 
of force in one way or another, denies the possibility for a person to take 
decisions independently. Every human person is free, and even God “can-
not compel free human beings”, having given them free will to make choic-
es on their own.91 
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Maceina himself has no doubt that the Christian way is the right one, 
but a path that should be chosen freely, not taken out of fear or introduced 
by means of propaganda and seduction. To accomplish that – and here Ma-
ceina relies on Charles Journet and on Maritain’s Les droits de l’homme et la 
loi naturelle – Christians had to recognise the so-called non-worldview (ne-
pasaulėžiūrinė) politics. The guiding principle of this kind of politics was 
to avoid political decisions that would compromise the personal world- 
view and the cultural freedoms of communities.92

As it happened, the LCDP criticised these claims because in practical 
politics it is impossible to ignore beliefs that are part of one’s convictions. 
The LCDP in its meetings and publications maintained that such an ap-
proach is dangerous because it leads to political and social ambiguity. For 
Christians, abandonment of worldview is impossible.93 But for Maceina, 
the main argument was that it was not about “liberal neutrality”, but rath-
er that there exist certain spheres wherein the spirit of the person (or 
culture, in the case of the group) should be treated with respect.94 Only 
respect for this principle can build real democratic institutions of free con-
science, speech, publications, meetings, organisations and free personal 
or collective actions.95 Such an integral democracy has the capacity to ex-
press personhood in its fullness, keeping in mind that the person is always 
culturally determined by family, nation and religion. But all of these social 
institutions are important only because they serve to develop a person 
as an image of God. It is true that Maceina avoided linking this theologi-
cally expressed goal of life to the political term of (Christian) democracy, 
but there is no doubt that, for him, the Christian worldview was insepara-
ble from true democracy in the political, social and, above all, the cultural 
fields.

Conclusions

Summing up the history of the political organisations of Lithuanian Chris-
tians in exile, I have identified two competing ideas of democracy that can 
be called Christian democracy from below, and Christian democracy from 
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above. The first was expressed in the political writings of the FLF and Ma-
ceina. They defended Christianity as the most suitable cultural force for 
expressing every person’s spiritual, material and social needs, a stance 
that the LCDP treated as liberal and demeaning of the priority of Catholic 
faith. The second interpretation of democracy was defended by the LCDP 
and Krupavičius. They gave priority to party interests and claimed that 
politics should be used in the Christianisation of public life, a position that 
Maceina and his fellows considered to be an undemocratic tendency. 

Still, they can be treated as different sides of the same coin. Both of 
these interpretations of democracy were based on a common belief in po-
litical Catholicism – that other forms of democracy, be they socialist or 
liberal, do not represent real democracy, because democracy first of all 
means equal opportunities for personal freedom. A person had to be treat-
ed as the image of God. All ideologies that did not recognise this fact were 
therefore deserving of condemnation for enslaving and suppressing the 
human person in the name of collective (class or nation) economic needs 
or ideas; whereas the Christian worldview is best because (a) it refers to 
a transcendent ideal, which should be pursued everywhere, and also in 
politics; and (b) it is integral – combining one good thing with other good 
things to make them better. 

These political debates changed over time, and their focus shifted from 
theoretical disagreement toward fighting for Lithuanian independence 
and preserving cultural identity. Christianity became a personal matter, 
overshadowed in public life by these national goals. But these Christian 
political interpretations and institutions did not pass into oblivion in the 
context of the Soviet occupations. The task of Lithuanian Christian Dem-
ocrats as they understood it was to maintain the interwar traditions and 
present themselves as the real alternative (even in exile) to Soviet cultur-
al politics. In the 1990s, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, this com-
mitment to the idea of a free and Catholic Lithuania manifested itself in 
attempts to transfer Catholic institutions back to independent Lithuania. 
Even if this process cannot be called a success story, the intellectuals in the 
independent Lithuanian Republic treated Christian Democrats and Chris-
tian intellectuals in exile as an opportunity to continue what had been lost 
during the Soviet period. 





9
HUNGARIAN CHRISTIAN DEMOCRACY  
IN EXILE
An Influential but Never Dominant Political 
Force

Katalin Kádár Lynn

The Christian Democratic movement emerged in Hungary in the 1930s, 
one of the most difficult periods in Hungarian history. Ten years after the 
end of World War I, Hungary’s economy was in ruins, the world-wide eco-
nomic depression having severely impacted a country dismembered by 
the Treaty of Trianon, reduced to one third of its former territory, and its 
means of production and markets in chaos. Overwhelmed by hundreds 
of thousands of Hungarian refugees fleeing the newly established succes-
sor states of Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia and Romania, Hungary was near 
collapse. Regardless of the economic and social circumstances, the major 
issue and one which dominated all political action and policy was that of 
irredentism, revision of the Treaty that Hungarians regardless of social 
status, education, and economic means uniformly thought to be the great-
est tragedy manifested on the nation in its history. While a great portion of 
its citizenry was absorbed with the tragedy of Trianon, Hungary remained 
a semi-feudal nation, with a great portion of its assets still controlled by 
the former nobility, landowners and industrialists, a weak middle and 
professional class and a large, landless peasantry. It was evident to most 
that societal change was necessary in Hungary, but social and economic 
reform was largely set aside because of the upheaval resulting from Hun-
gary’s World War I losses. 

A few forward-thinking Hungarian leaders emerged during this peri-
od who represented the rural citizenry and the working poor. The Small-
holders Party, representing small farmers and rural constituencies, was 
re-constituted by Gaszton Gaál in 1930; the Social Democrats, although 
a small minority of elected officials, also developed a political following, 
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led by Anna Kéthly. This was also the period when Hungarian Christian 
Democratic elements began to develop, although the country continued 
to be controlled by factions surrounding Regent Miklós Horthy.1 During 
this period, pre-World War II Hungary, rejected by the West because of its 
irredentist stance, drifted into alliance with Nazi Germany, from which it 
later could not successfully extract itself. At the end of World War II Hun-
gary, with no hope of regaining its historic lands of St. Stephen (some of 
which it had been awarded briefly in the First and Second Vienna Awards 
during World War II), found itself occupied by Soviet troops and its econ-
omy shattered without having made any progress toward solving the soci-
etal issues that haunted it during the inter-war period.

The brief period from the election of 1945, which the Smallholders Par-
ty won by a large majority, and 1947, after which its freely elected officials 
fled Hungary following the Soviet Union-engineered takeover by Hungar-
ian communists, served to usher in the further development of the Chris-
tian Democratic movement in Hungary. 

This chapter on Hungarian Christian Democratic movements in exile in-
troduces the three major factions that can be regarded as Christian Demo-
cratic in Hungary that were active during the immediate post-World War II  
era. First are the Catholic social and professional movements that had 
already developed in Hungary in the 1930s. Second is a group of young 
intellectuals and journalists who were considered reformers or progres-
sive Catholics, whose ideology incorporated Christian social teaching with 
a more pluralistic Catholic worldview. They are often referred to as the 
“Barankovics faction” (after their leader, István Barankovics). Third are 
the members of the Christian Democratic People’s Party (Keresztény-
demokrata Néppárt, KDNP), in existence since the turn of the nineteenth 
century as the official Catholic Party and the standard bearer for Christian 
social tradition. By 1949, four short years after the war’s end and due to 
the Soviet occupation of Hungary, only the Barankovics faction remained 
in the country. All of the other Christian Democratic leaders had fled into 
exile or were under arrest, in line with the fate of Cardinal Mindszenty, the 
Primate of Hungary, and other key ecclesiastical leaders. When István Ba-

1	 For a thorough and well-researched history of the Hungarian Christian Democratic movement 
during the inter-war period, see Peter Krisztián Zachar, “The Concept of Vocational Orders in 
Hungary Between the Two World Wars,” Estudos Históricos (Rio de Janeiro) 31, no. 64 (May-Au-
gust 2018): 259-276. A recently published compendium commemorating the 75th anniversary of 
the founding of the Hungarian Christian Democratic Party also provides valuable source material 
on this topic: Tibor Klesteniz, Éva Petrás, Viktor Attila Soós, eds, Útkeresés Két Korszak Határán 
(Agyakosszergény: Közi Horváth József Népfőiskola, 2018).
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rankovics and eleven other Democratic People’s Party MPs fled Hungary 
in February 1949, they were the last of the Christian Democrats to leave. 
Twenty-two other leaders who remained in their homeland were jailed by 
the communist authorities.

This chapter examines how, ultimately, all of the Hungarian Christian 
Democratic elements moved into exile between 1945 and 1949. In exile, 
political changes were dictated by the constraints of statelessness and 
economic hardship but were also due to programmatic ideological shifts, 
as well as the pragmatic necessity for coalition-building on the part of the 
respective leaderships. 

It is not possible to write the history of Hungarian Christian Democrat-
ic movements in exile without explaining their role within the respective 
worlds of the exile leadership, of the US-funded Hungarian National Coun-
cil and, on a larger scale, within the parent organisation to all of the émigré 
groups, the (also US-funded) National Committee for a Free Europe/Free 
Europe Committee. It must be noted that leaders of the Christian Demo-
crats in exile were always highly regarded and productive members of the 
diaspora but never held the highest and most influential positions. This, 
then, is a history of a political family that played a supporting – albeit pro-
ductive and important – role, both in exile and in its reactivation in its 
homeland after 1989.

The Hungarian Christian Democratic movements also had strong ele-
ments of Christian nationalism within their ideology. They were not sim-
ply adhering to modern democratic ideas and Christian values, but in fact 
were – and remain – throughout their existence affiliated with ideologies 
related to religious nationalism, including during the period since the re-
turn of democracy in the Soviet satellites in 1989. Religious nationalism 
manifests itself, among others, in the Hungarian support for population 
growth by encouraging larger families, support of Blue laws and an em-
phasis on preserving Hungary’s identity as a Christian nation. 

This chapter shows the influence of the Christian Democrats in exile, 
both within their refugee communities, and on the governments in their 
various countries of exile. It addresses briefly the post-1989 restoration 
of the Christian Democratic People’s Party in Hungary and the state of the 
party today. Sources include works by Hungarian authors specialising in 
religious history, authoritative histories of the emigration and the author’s 
own two decades of research into the history of Hungarian immigration 
in the Hungarian National Committee archival materials housed at the 
Széchényi National Library in Budapest, the Hoover Institution Archives, 
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the ACEN papers at the Immigration History Center at the University of 
Minnesota, the ABTL archives in Budapest, the Barankovics Foundation 
Archives in Budapest and the KDNP official website.

Post-war Christian Democratic movements in Hungary

Before reviewing the social and political composition of Hungarian Chris-
tian Democracy in exile, one needs to briefly examine the circumstances in 
which the Christian Democrats in Hungary found themselves in the spring 
of 1949. By then the country was occupied by the victorious Allies in the 
form of Soviet leadership and occupation troops, and all democratic ele-
ments had been eliminated or repressed.

According to Hungarian religious historian Jenő Gergely, post-war 
Hungarian Christian Democracy evolved from three sources. The first and 
most important group consisted of the Catholic social and professional 
movements that emerged in the 1930s.2 In August 1943 these elements 
reorganised. They secretly met under the leadership of diocesan Bishop 
of Györ, Baron Vilmos Apor, and agreed to create a new Catholic party out 
of the remnants of the Egyesült Keresztény Párt (United Christian Party). 
The second group was made up primarily of young intellectuals and jour-
nalists who adhered to French neo-Thomism; they were referred to as the 
“progressive” Catholics and advocated a reform program. Leadership of 
this group included the historian Gyula Szekfű and political journalist Ist-
ván Barankovics, publisher of Az Ország Útja (The nation’s road). Gergely 
notes that this “group formulated the programme of a modern Christian 
democracy with a European orientation”.3 But its most distinguishing as-
pect was the stand taken against Regent Horthy and his followers. The 
third of these groups, in existence since the beginning of the twentieth 
century, was social Catholicism – the official Catholic Party and guardian 
of Christian social tradition. It was this third group that in 1944-45 ini-
tiated contact among the three disparate groups and promoted the idea 
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of consolidating their efforts under one party umbrella. This attempt at 
rapprochement was firmly rejected by Barankovics and his followers, who 
were unwilling to associate with the other two factions, both of which 
were seen as supporters of the Miklós Horthy regime that governed Hun-
gary from 1920 until 1944 and had taken it into World War II on Germa-
ny’s side. 

Of the three factions, Barankovics’s group emerged from the war years 
with the most favourable popular image, as its leadership had been active 
in anti-fascist resistance, and its pre-war public position regarding land 
reform and land re-distribution in semi-feudal Hungary continued to be a 
key policy, defined as “the sole way to ensure social peace and the nation’s 
sustained existence”.4 As in the case of its sister parties in Europe, the 
Christian Democratic Party’s “political innocence” was what differentiated 
it from the traditional Christian parties as they distanced themselves from 
the other two factions, which were tainted by their association with the 
pro-fascist Hungarian government.5 

Regardless of the reluctance to cooperate among the three major Chris-
tian Democratic factions in Hungary, the Christian Democratic People’s 
Party, Keresztény Demokrata Néppárt (KDNP), was illegally founded by 
József Pálffy on 13 October 1944 in the apartment of attorney László Var-
ga while István Barankovics, leader of the Christian Democratic progres-
sive faction, was still in hiding from the Arrow Cross and the Gestapo. The 
KDNP subsequently participated in the provisional national government 
formed in Debrecen in December 1944, and the party formalised its plat-
form at a meeting in Szeged on 21 January 1945. After the Soviet takeover 
in Hungary in May 1947, leaders of this group of Christian Democrats – 
Pálffy, Béla Kovrig, Barankovics, Msgr. József Közi-Horváth, László Varga 
– were all driven into exile and were to become important figures in the 
Hungarian diaspora. 

In 1945 the electoral commission in Hungary refused to recognise the 
KDNP, due to mistrust of its Church-related leadership, and did not allow 
its candidates to stand for election. Pálffy was removed from his position 
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as head of the KDNP, and Barankovics, who had good relations with the 
Left, replaced him. After the war ended, at the party’s inaugural meeting 
on 25 September 1945, Barankovics decided to remove “Christian” from 
the party’s name and outlined its program. The name of the party changed, 
but its objectives did not. Since the national parliamentary elections were 
due to be held in November 1945, rather than mount its own candidates 
the now-DNP (Democratic People’s Party, Demokratikus Neppárt) decid-
ed to support the slate of the Independent Smallholders Party (Független 
Kisgazda, Földmunkas és Polgári Part – FKgP).6

With the November elections imminent, the Catholic Church realised 
that Christian political forces needed to be unified and also threw its 
support behind the Smallholders Party and its candidates, rejecting the 
Barankovics faction because of its refusal to collaborate with the Church 
and Primate Mindszenty, who was known to be a staunch anti-communist 
and unwilling to appease or collaborate in any fashion with the occupying 
powers and their Hungarian minions.7

In 1945 the support of the Church added impetus to the Smallhold-
ers, resulting in their receiving 57 percent of the vote and 245 seats in 
Parliament. Monsignor Béla Varga, a Roman Catholic priest active in the 
Smallholders Party, was elected speaker of the Hungarian Parliament, and 
after the Hungarian leadership went into exile, he was the most important 
leader of the émigrés for three decades.8

Hungarian political leaders’ exodus into exile

All factions of the Catholics then continued to play an important role with-
in the Smallholders Party until Communist Party leader Mátyás Rákosi 
imposed his so-called “salami tactics” of fragmenting the existing parties, 
which continued to sub-divide, weakening themselves until rendered pow-
erless. An illustration of the salami tactics occurred in March 1946 when 
twenty Smallholders MPs who had been labelled “reactionary and fascist” 
by the communists were expelled from the party. Sixteen of them went on 
to form the Hungarian Freedom Party – Magyar Szabadság Párt (MSZP) – 
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headed by Dezső Sulyok, known as the “most bourgeois of the bourgeois” 
politicians.9 Further splits within the party leadership occurred, splinter-
ing the party, which the Smallholders were not successful in halting. 

The Church managed to compound the problem, resulting in the fur-
ther erosion of the democratic parties when, “despite the danger of a split 
of the political right, the Church readily supported the Hungarian Free-
dom Party led by Sulyok. Its policy statements show that of all the bour-
geois parties it was closest to Christian democracy”.10 Of all the Hungarian 
parties invoking Christian principles, only the Hungarian Freedom Party 
included cooperation with Christian democratic parties from other coun-
tries in its mission. However, the Rákosi government soon passed a new 
electoral law that excluded voters on the grounds of membership in “pre-
war fascist parties”, thus disenfranchising almost a tenth of the electorate. 
The Freedom Party as a result was not able to participate in the 1947 par-
liamentary elections. Protesting against the new election law, the Free-
dom Party dissolved itself in July 1947. 

False accusations and a threat against his family rendered Smallhold-
ers prime minister Ferenc Nagy ineffective, and after a final meeting with 
Rákosi at which he was given no other choice but to resign, he fled into 
exile in May 1947. The communists consolidated their power, eventually 
controlling the entire country, and the Smallholders Party disintegrated. 
The communist takeover prompted a mass exodus of Hungarian politi-
cians of various political persuasions. Seventy-four of them were spirited 
out of the country by James McCargar, a Budapest-based US intelligence 
officer.11 

Those who remained, representing all the parties including the Small-
holders, gravitated to the Democratic People’s Party, the composition of 
which, in 1947, reflected Hungary’s rural population. There were sixty 
DNP deputies elected that year – however there were seventy-one in total 
as there were eleven additional deputies who replaced others and entered 
parliament from the party list. Of the seventy-one, sixty were farmers and 
four were estate managers; all but two were Catholic. This illustrates the 
confessional divide at the time: the DNP was heavily Roman Catholic, while 
the Smallholders leadership had a strong representation of Protestants, 
including Prime Minister Ferenc Nagy. A second group of DNP deputies 
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could be classed as intellectuals. They were thirty-three in number and 
included public servants, educators, soldiers, fourteen self-employed law-
yers and solicitors (second in number only to the farmers), a large number 
of teachers and two priests.12 The composition of the DNP mirrored that of 
its voting bloc, as 75.8 percent of its votes came from farmers.13

Although the DNP strove to continue constructive opposition politics in 
1947 and 1948, it became increasingly clear that its hands were tied: the 
communist takeover was a done deal. Cardinal Mindszenty’s arrest (26 De-
cember 1948) came at the same time as the dissolving of the DNP, “a par-
ty Mindszenty had never respected or openly supported”.14 Barankovics 
remained in Hungary at the helm of the DNP and attempted to work with 
the newly communist political apparatus; that lasted less than a month.15 
Historian Éva Petrás’s assessment of political statements he made in 1945 
and 1947 provides insight into the ideological nature of Hungary’s Chris-
tian Democratic movement: 

Barankovics was aware of European trends and perceived their presence 
in Hungary, too, and argued for the existing need for the DNP on that basis 
… he took a firm stand supporting parliamentary democracy and funda-
mental human rights. He consistently assessed the social, political and eco-
nomic events after 1945 with the measure of natural law: he supported the 
establishment of a new type of economic and social order, he agreed with 
land reform, with the nationalisation of strategic industries and agricul-
tural estates, with transforming public administration and with need for a 
special relationship with the Soviet Union.16

In Barankovics’s party programme speech delivered on 25 September 
1945, he said the following about the political basis for a Christian party: 

Those, however, who do take into account the fact that the ideals, unique 
culture and faithful masses of Hungarian Christianity convey a political 
need that demands a place for itself in the contest of political parties and 
in shaping public life, those, who do not close their eyes to the immense 
religious needs that revive in the wake of great sufferings; those who rec-
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ognise the thousand year old roots of Hungarian Christianity, the roots 
that could not be ripped out from the soul of the people in one take … will 
regard it as one of the key interests of the young Hungarian democracy 
to have Christian organisations of faithful masses that are genuinely in-
terested in establishing and sustaining democracy and protect it fervently 
against any attack.

The cornerstone of this speech, however, was Barankovics outlining his 
core belief that an ideal Christian state could exist. In his interpretation, 
the state does not exist for its own purpose but is instead an institution 
with a humane attitude, and it serves the public good. The “Christian ideal 
state … is implemented where the state sees its ultimate mission serv-
ing the human personality that possesses the divine privilege of freedom; 
where public good is the state’s guiding star and where all life-related ac-
tions of the state are governed and regulated by the law of justice”.17

In the 1947 elections the DNP came in second to the Communist Party 
with 820,000 clean, verifiable votes – its best result until present times. 
It would have done even better had the communist apparatus not been 
aligned against it – rampant fraud at the polls being the least of the com-
munists’ crimes. Basically, the DNP won the battle but lost the war: after 
the elections it was allowed into parliament only temporarily, as window 
dressing. Barankovics fought on through 1948 in hopes of retaining some 
influence, and the party took a particularly strong stand against the na-
tionalisation of Church schools, to no avail. Soon the full reality of Soviet 
control of Hungary not only shattered his ideals but also endangered the 
lives of the DNP politicians remaining in Hungary. 

Announcing the dissolution of the DNP, Barankovics fled to Vienna on 
2 February 1949. He was soon followed by eleven of the party’s represen-
tatives. In 1950, he left Salzburg, where he had headed the refugee office 
of the Hungarian National Council, and re-settled in New York City, where 
the great majority of the Hungarian émigré leadership was based. There, 
he chaired the Religious Affairs and Public Education Committee at the 
Hungarian National Council from 1951 onward.18 With the departure from 
Hungary of Barankovics and the dissolution of the DNP, the role of Chris-
tian Democrats ended the brief era in which Barankovics could attempt 
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to put into practice within Hungarian society the ideals of the progressive 
brand of Christian Democracy that he espoused. He would never have that 
opportunity again. 

Hungarian migration to the West: timing and 
composition

By September 1945, 235,000 Hungarian refugees were in the care of or 
had been repatriated by SHAEF (Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expedi-
tionary Forces) in the West, and another 50,000 had been in the care of or 
were repatriated by Soviet forces. More than 100,000 additional refugees 
were not part of the official statistics because they received no aid from 
the military or little or none from civilian authorities.19 Ultimately, approx-
imately half a million Hungarians found their way to Western Europe from 
1944 to 1946. Regardless of aggressive repatriation efforts on the part of 
the Allies, over 120,000 Hungarian refugees who had objections to repa-
triation or resettlement remained in the West. They came to be known as 
the Nyugatosok, the Westerners, and historians later referred to them as 
the 1945-ers – regardless of whether they left Hungary in 1944, 1945 or 
1946. 

The first wave of Hungarian refugees included a large number of offi-
cials, military personnel and others with ties to the pre-war government. 
They included the upper- and mid-level social and political elite, the pro-
fessional officer corps of the Royal Hungarian Army or Hungarian police, 
and also the leaders of the various rightist political parties. 

Those among this group of 45-ers who remained in the West reflected 
the conservative values, social structure, and political ideology of pre-war 
Hungary. They were potentially a good demographic fit and base of sup-
port for the Christian Democratic organisations that formed in the West 
after the war; however, according to historian Gyula Borbándi, a large 
percentage were not interested in politics. Those who were interested 
were split between supporters of Regent Horthy or of Arrow Cross leader  
Ferenc Szalási and were not concerned with anti-fascist political ideology. 
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He quotes one survey in which 60 percent of Hungarian émigrés respond-
ed that they did not feel that political parties were necessary.20 

The collapse of the Ferenc Nagy government and Nagy’s subsequent 
flight into exile in May 1947 triggered a second wave of migration as Hun-
garians who had thought coexistence with their Soviet occupiers was pos-
sible began to recognise that the Sovietisation of Central and Eastern Eu-
rope was permanent. Another 40,000 Hungarians fled to the West, most 
of whom reflected various shades of liberalism and socialism and were 
known for their opposition to the right-wing views of the earlier refugees. 

The Allies accorded the second wave of refugees more support and po-
litical credibility than the earlier, larger émigré group, as they were looked 
upon more favourably, as democrats, having generally not been associat-
ed with what was regarded as the fascist Horthy government. It was at 
this point that the US sponsored the formation of the Hungarian National 
Council (HNC), which assumed the role of a virtual Hungarian government 
in exile. This was first done secretly, under the auspices of the Department 
of State (1947), and later publicly through the Free Europe Committee. 
(That being said, funds came covertly, from the recently formed CIA.) In 
addition to its support for the HNC, the Department of State simultaneous-
ly provided funding to establish the Bulgarian National Committee, Coun-
cil of Free Czechoslovakia and the Rumanian (sic) National Committee.21

Eager to either repatriate or resettle refugees housed in European 
camps, the Allied Control Commission, the International Refugee Organ-
isation and various refugee agencies urged those who refused to return 
to their homelands to emigrate. The first of the Hungarian émigrés left 
Europe for Latin America (Argentina, Brazil and Venezuela) in 1947-48. 
By the late 1940s Australia and Canada also were accepting Hungarian 
refugees.22 The passage of the Displaced Persons Act of 1948 cleared the 
way for the United States to finally open its doors to refugees from Central 
and Eastern Europe – although, in fact, the US had been admitting émigré 
politicians since long before the act was passed. In 1950 the first of some 
16,000 Hungarians arrived in the US, uniting the 45-ers and 47-ers in mi-
gration if not in their politics.23
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Hungarian organisations in the West: 
the early years, 1945-1948 

In Europe and in all the other nations of the emigration, various factions 
of the Hungarian military, which were substantial in number and had or-
ganised along professional lines, dominated many of the émigré groups, 
but representatives of Rome and the Catholic ecclesiastical hierarchy, as 
well as some Protestant leaders, also jockeyed for power.24 The Apostolic 
Delegate to the Vatican for Germany, Zoltán Kótai, was a supporter of the 
Magyar Szabadság Mozgalom (Hungarian Freedom Movement) organised 
by General Ferenc Kisbarnaki Farkas in June 1946. Kótai invited nine-
ty-four delegates of the Hungarian Parliament then in exile to a meeting in 
Altötting, Germany (in the American zone of occupation) for the purpose 
of voting the sitting parliament in Budapest out of existence and setting 
up a government in exile. The meeting’s claim to legitimacy was that these 
were the last legally and freely elected members of the Hungarian Parlia-
ment, and according to Hungarian parliamentary law, only a quorum was 
required in order for them to assemble.25 

The assembled MPs elected Farkas as regent to replace the abdicated 
Admiral Horthy. To convene the meeting, Kótai had chosen St. Stephen’s 
Day, a major Hungarian holiday that included a pilgrimage by Hungarian 
refugees to the Shrine of Our Lady of Altötting, Bavaria’s national shrine 
dedicated to the Virgin Mary. Twelve thousand Hungarian refugees from 
all over Germany participated.

Kótai was also instrumental in establishing one of the earliest refugee 
aid organisations in the fall of 1945, the Vatikani Tudakozó Iroda (Vati-
can Information Service) in Landshut, which provided families separated 
during the war with assistance in finding family members and also provid-
ed aid and social services.26
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The Free Europe years

As the various exile organisations were being formed, their funding prin-
cipally originated from what was first called the Committee for Free Eu-
rope, later renamed the National Committee for a Free Europe and final-
ly the Free Europe Committee. Incorporated in the State of New York on  
11 May 1949 and ostensibly established as a private organisation of “free-
dom loving Americans,” its formation was announced in the press by its 
board chairman, Ambassador Joseph C. Grew, on 1 June 1949 as part of the 
US initiative to counter the threat of the spread of communism worldwide.27

It is not an exaggeration to say that the entire structure of Central 
and East European émigré activities and organisations – not just in the 
US but throughout the world, during the Cold War – would not have ex-
isted were it not for the financial and organisational assistance provided 
by the NCFE/FEC. The national councils in all instances directed émigré 
activities within their various nationalities and formed the key structure 
by which the NCFE/FEC implemented US policy goals. This was accom-
plished either with the knowledge of the émigré leadership understand-
ing the NCFE/FEC goals and providing support for them, or covertly by 
NCFE/FEC directing national council activities in such a manner that the 
national council leaders did not realise that they were being used as in-
struments of US intelligence. The national councils and their leaders were 
among the main tools used by the US in their Cold War propaganda efforts. 

The national councils of Albania, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia and Poland 
were established with the financial sponsorship of the NCFE, which also 
took over the four councils – Hungary, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia and Ro-
mania – already quietly sponsored through the US Department of State.28 
These councils, courtesy of the NCFE, helped to direct funding to what 
they believed to be worthy organisations serving their constituencies. The 
majority of organisations founded within the émigré community that sur-
vived for even a few years were those that were funded through the NCFE/
FEC. All of the members of the Hungarian National Council board received 
a monthly stipend from the FEC, as did other émigrés who were defined as 
“meritorious exiles” and had no officially defined functions. The two-fold 
goal on the part of the US was to provide financial support and to ensure 
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the loyalty of the exile leadership. During the lifetime of the NCFE/FEC 
(1949-71), the US government spent 76.1 million dollars on “Non-Radio 
Activities”, which included the Committee for National Councils, exile rela-
tions programmes, Free Europe organisations and publications and their 
West European Operations Division.29

The NCFE/FEC also provided the exiled political leadership with a 
pipeline to its board members – all were distinguished diplomats, politi-
cal figures, intelligence officials or leaders of industry – and through them 
to other influential contacts. While it is clear in the archival materials that 
a certain political hierarchy was to be respected, through the NCFE/FEC 
a few émigré political leaders had opportunities to meet heads of state 
or key government officials in the USA and abroad and gain real access 
to power. Msgr Béla Varga, for example, was invited to President Dwight 
D. Eisenhower’s inauguration in 1953 and was seated in a place of hon-
our. On the other hand, however often former Prime Minister Ferenc Nagy 
asked to meet with the US president, he was rebuffed.

The presidents of the NCFE/FEC made the decisions as to which lead-
ers were given access to high officials. Among the Hungarians, Béla Var-
ga, Tibor Eckhardt and János Pelényi (former ambassador to the US and 
president of the Free European University in Exile) enjoyed the greatest 
access, but one Christian Democrat also stood out. László Varga certainly 
had more access and visibility than any other Christian Democratic politi-
cian, due largely to his highly visible activities in human rights issues and 
the controversy over the seating of the Hungarian delegation at the United 
Nations, discussed below. 

The Hungarian National Council/Hungarian National 
Committee

The Hungarian National Council held its first organisational meeting in 
Chicago in November 1947. On 18 November the principals – Tibor Eck-
hardt, Ferenc Nagy, Zoltán Pfeiffer, Desző Sulyok and Béla Varga – issued 
an “Appeal to the Hungarian People” stating, in part: “The problems and 
direction of the resistance [to communism in Hungary] will be accepted 
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as the responsibility of the Hungarian leadership living abroad”.30 Once 
formally established, in 1948, the new organisation added Msgr József 
Közi-Horváth, one of the most prominent Christian Democrats in exile, to 
its executive committee as chairman of culture and education and head 
of refugee affairs and aid. The executive committee also invited Christian 
Democrat József Pálffy to join the council.31 At that point, the Christian 
Democratic leadership was still in Hungary, but after it made its way to 
the United States, István Barankovics, László Varga and Zoltán K. Kovács 
all accepted positions with the HNC and Radio Free Europe (established 
in 1950). 

Hungarian Christian Democrats organise in Western 
Europe

As the first Hungarian refugees streamed into the West in the 1940s, it 
soon became clear that organisations, whether political or apolitical, need-
ed to be formed by Hungarians to provide aid for their countrymen. Equal-
ly clear was the fact that these organisations had little chance of success 
without funding. Originally, the refugees’ stay in the West was thought to 
be temporary, for surely the Soviet occupation would not last long. And 
so, for the first decade in exile, the organisations’ activities, including re-
taining political ties, were oriented toward “return,” which made the no-
tion of maintaining political parties in exile seem a worthwhile effort. This 
was to bear fruit, as evidenced by the fact that according to historian Éva 
Petrás, during the 1956 Hungarian Revolution the Christian Democrat-
ic Party was “revitalised in seconds”. 32 Reorganised by Sándor Keresztes 
and the sociologist Vid Mihelics – both former Democratic People’s Party 
representatives – it functioned from 30 October until 4 November, when 
Soviet troops returned to put down the revolt. Following the suppression 
of the revolt, the party was banned and its leaders imprisoned.33 Although 
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the party in Hungary had been hounded out of public life, the values of 
Christian Democracy were preserved by individuals. Even after the revo-
lution was brutally put down, Christian Democrats kept in touch with each 
other in Hungary and “later with those who fled the country. This contact 
keeping was as intense as the circumstances of living in a communist state 
allowed”.34 

One of the earliest organisations, the Hungarian Parliament in Exile 
organised by Zoltán Kótai, not only never received support but was also 
quickly scuttled by US authorities in Germany. The US Department of State 
refused to provide support, and shortly after the Altötting meeting, the 
military government demanded that all attempts to form a government in 
exile cease.35 The Vatican envoy’s attempt to influence the decision about 
governments in exile by staging the symbolic St. Stephen’s Day event at-
tended by thousands of émigrés went unheeded. 

At this juncture, the segment of the Christian Democrats represented 
by traditionalists in the Roman Catholic Church did not find a political 
niche with which it could successfully associate itself. Yet in the case of 
the refugees’ most immediate need – aid – the Roman Catholic hierarchy 
immediately stepped into the void. After Vatican envoy Kótai founded the 
Vatican Information Service in 1945 it continued to be successful under 
the leadership of Father Rozsály, establishing a branch of the Catholic aid 
organisation Caritas (Karitás) on 21 March 1947. The Hungarian Caritas 
was supported and funded partially through the auspices of Cardinal Mi-
chael Faulhaber of Bavaria. It was set up as a Catholic religious institution 
separate from the existing organisations but was later allowed to become 
a member of the German Caritas Association, thus bypassing the US au-
thorities’ rule forbidding Hungarian clergy from organising charitable ac-
tivities.36

The first political organisation of Hungarian Christian Democrats was 
the Hungarian Christian People’s Movement (Magyar Keresztény Nép-
mozgalom). Founded in Paris in September 1948, its initial purpose was 
to provide refugee aid for Hungarians. It was established after the found-
ing of the United States-sanctioned Hungarian National Council, and its 
founder and president, Msgr Közi-Horváth, was a member of the HNC’s ex-
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ecutive committee. Funding through the HNC was immediate.37 Közi-Hor-
váth was highly regarded in émigré circles, being the only member of the 
Hungarian Parliament who, on the “third day of the German occupation – 
in the presence of German Wehrmacht officers and the Gestapo – spoke up 
against the violation of Hungary’s sovereignty and demanded the immedi-
ate release of the arrested interior minister and several representatives”.38 

News of the Hungarian Christian People’s Movement’s founding was 
“met with a resounding echo throughout the Hungarian exile community 
here in Europe and also across the Ocean. Those masses of our émigré 
community who are unconditional followers of Cardinal Mindszenty are 
for the most part prepared to line up behind Közi-Horváth, because they 
see in this movement the representation of their worldview and of the 
principles assuring Hungary’s survival and democratic development”.39 So 
wrote János Miké, a Munich-based Hungarian journalist who participated 
in the organisation’s first meeting in Rome. 

Many of the founding members had been key figures in the various par-
ties involved in the Christian Democratic movement in Hungary and were 
now in exile, including László Varga (the jurist, not the priest) and Zoltán 
K. Kovács. At the organisation’s founding, Baron Vilmos Apor, the former 
Hungarian delegate to the Vatican, also took part. Its initial efforts were 
directed toward providing aid to the Hungarian refugees living in refugee 
camps throughout the West. However, although the 1947 émigrés were 
fewer in number than their predecessors, they were politically more ac-
tive, and their goals included preserving the Christian Democratic Party in 
exile with a view to its possible return to Hungary. 

Several years after the founding of the Hungarian Christian People’s 
Movement, it was joined by Democratic People’s Party delegates newly 
arrived from Hungary. István Barankovics left Hungary in 1949 and in 
1951 merged the DNP into the Hungarian Christian People’s Movement. 
Közi-Horváth directed refugee aid efforts himself until 1952, after which 
he concentrated on the organisation’s internal workings. In 1951 Baran-
kovics took over the religion and education committee, and in 1958 he 
assumed the presidency of the Christian Democratic Union of Central Eu-
rope (CDUCE), discussed below, a post he held until his death in 1974. 
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Political organisations in exile: 1950 and beyond 

By the early 1950s, both the Hungarian émigré community and its spon-
sors had realised that their exile was not temporary, and their stay in the 
West seemed increasingly permanent. The Cold War had escalated and the 
divide between the Soviet-occupied nations of Central and Eastern Europe 
and the West increased. With the creation of many kilometres of heavily 
guarded no-man’s-land on the borders of its satellites, the Soviet Union 
tightened its grip on the region, and civil society in Central and Eastern 
Europe lost the few freedoms they had regained after World War II. 

It was also true that, by 1953, the USA had come to see the nation-
al councils as something of a failed experiment. Continuing to fund the 
councils and political parties in exile was seen as an increasingly poor 
investment, given the diminishing likelihood of the émigrés’ return to 
their native lands. However, the Cold War was, paradoxically, very hot, 
and organisations such as the national councils, the Congress for Cultural 
Freedom and the Free Europe University in Exile were important tools 
in the US propaganda arsenal to convince the world of the superiority of 
democracy over communism. So were the Crusade for Freedom, actively 
operating in the United States, and the media beaming propaganda to the 
Soviet satellites and Soviet Union – Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty. 
US propaganda justifying the Cold War and promoting the superiority of 
democracy was aimed at nations in the West as well. This was the period 
when Greece, Italy, France and Spain had large active communist parties, 
and the US was paranoid about the possibility of communist governments 
seizing power in Western Europe.

Consequently, there was no way the USA could cut off support entirely, 
but there was nonetheless room for shifts in the budget allocations within 
the Free Europe Committee that reflected the changing values of the US 
administrations. With the singular exception of the year 1957, the year 
that followed the Hungarian Revolution, from 1953 onward a larger per-
centage of the budgets went to the radio broadcasts and ever less to the 
national councils. 
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Hungarians’ collaboration with fellow Central and 
East European émigré leadership

When evaluating its position in the migration, the Hungarian leadership, 
like its Central and East European counterparts, always felt it should be 
aligned with the Western nations that would be the most sympathetic to 
Hungarian issues and beneficial allies. 

On 25 July 1950, László Varga, in agreement with the influential lead-
ers of the emigration and with the support of the NCFE/FEC, formed the 
Christian Democratic Union of Central Europe (Közep-európai keresztény-
demokrat Unió). The CDUCE assembled the Christian Democratic Party 
politicians who had fled the Iron Curtain countries. In addition to Varga, 
who had emigrated to New York, the founding members included Polish, 
Hungarian, Czechoslovak, Lithuanian and Slovenian Christian Democrat-
ic parties and their leaders. The intention to “fight against Bolshevik tyr-
anny” and the demand for “human rights for Oppressed Peoples” were 
included in the CDUCE’s mission statement.40 However, “its aim was not 
only to facilitate mutual understanding of the various situations of the six 
countries, but also to create a stronger force in their fight for their liber-
ation. The peoples of the free world needed to understand these dangers 
coming from the east. It was jointly decided that the forces of the exiled 
groups holding Christian Democratic convictions would be more effective 
working together than each of them on their own”.41

The newly established organisation chose as its president József 
Közi-Horváth, the president of the Hungarian Christian People’s Move-
ment. Konrad Sieniewicz, the secretary-general of the Polish Christian 
Labour Party (Stronnictwo Pracy), was elected CDUCE secretary.42 Rep-
resenting the countries of communist-dominated Central and Eastern Eu-
rope, the members formed a unified lobbying front against communism. 
President Közi-Horváth stated after their initial congress, “Our first and 
most important purpose is to bring the attention of the free world and 
particularly that of the people of the United States of America to the atroci-
ties that are happening behind the Iron Curtain to millions of our brothers 
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who are subjected to the tyranny of Moscow and are heroically enduring 
their suffering”.43

One of the organisation’s first priorities was a proposal to the United 
Nations General Assembly that it appoint a High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights. First proposed in 1952, it was not passed until the late 1970s, 
long after the CDUCE’s role in its origins had been forgotten.44 The CDUCE 
also spent a great deal of time and effort working to publicise the physical 
threat posed to Western Europe by further Soviet expansion and by the 
ongoing military expansion within the Warsaw Pact nations.45

The CDUCE was one of the three “internationals” supported financially 
by the NCFE/FEC. The others were the International Peasant Union, rep-
resenting the interests of agrarian and peasant citizens behind the Iron 
Curtain, and the International Center of Free Trade Unionists in Exile, 
which represented the exiled pre-war trade unionists of Poland, Hungary, 
Romania, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia and Ukraine.46 
Funding for the CDUCE was also provided by European governments, in-
cluding those of West Germany and Italy, which had Christian Democratic 
governments, (as well as France, which had Christian Democratic leaders 
but provided less funding) with a commitment to European unity. Soon, 
CDUCE activities also included support for the emerging Christian Demo-
cratic parties of Latin America.47 

Both the Hungarian Christian People’s Movement and the CDUCE were 
members of the Nouvelles Équipes Internationales (NEI), a Christian Dem-
ocratic international established in 1947 near Liège and counting among 
its founders eminent European statesmen such as Robert Schuman, Kon-
rad Adenauer and Robert Bichet. It was founded originally to prevent coun-
tries from going communist as a response to the Soviets’ founding of the 
Comintern. Rather quickly, the NEI realised that the best way to block the 
spread of communism was European integration, creating a united ideo-
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logical front in Western Europe. They focused on the social rather than 
economic aspects of defending Christian values and welcomed non-Cath-
olics into the organisation. In 1965 it renamed itself the European Union 
of Christian Democrats, EUCD.

Émigré political activism

By the early 1950s the Hungarian émigré leadership, now concentrated 
principally in the United States, included Christian Democratic leaders 
such as Közi-Horváth as a member of the executive committee of the Hun-
garian National Committee and president of CDUCE; László Varga, on the 
board of HNC and high-ranking member of the CDUCE, as well as on the 
staff of Radio Free Europe; and Zoltán K. Kovács, also active in RFE and on 
the board of the Hungarian Christian People’s Movement. They frequent-
ly turned to Western political leaders regarding issues in their homeland 
that they felt were critical and needed addressing. Political activism be-
came an important component of their work, and shining a light on the 
atrocities resulting from communist rule of their homeland became a pri-
ority. Through their various organisations they were able to present the 
situation in Hungary to the world. Prompted by the émigré leadership, the 
foreign ministers of the USA, UK and France were contacted by Admiral 
Horthy in 1950 regarding the Hungarian soldiers still being held in Soviet 
internment camps. The Voice of America reported the story as “Hungari-
ans Appeal for Prisoner Return”.48

In 1951 the Rákosi government in Hungary, in an effort to rid Hungar-
ian society of the influence of the former elite, termed them “enemies of 
the state” and began a campaign to remove them from the mainstream of 
the population. They initiated a programme of internal deportation of for-
mer political leaders, members of the nobility and the military and even 
members of the middle-class, wealthy landowning peasants or “kulaks”. 
They displaced thousands, stripping them of their assets and sending 
them into exile in the countryside within their own homeland, where they 
were relegated to work as manual labourers at best, and slave labourers 
under armed guard at worst.49 The HNC and related organisations such as 
the Magyar Harcosok Bajtársi Közössége (the Association of Hungarian 
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Veterans) worked closely with the press to publicise the atrocities of the 
Hungarian Stalinist regime, and HNC correspondence files are full of ap-
peals to the West to help Hungarian victims of internal exile.

In 1951 the Hungarian émigré leadership also staged protests at the 
United Nations against the forced labour practiced in the Soviet satellites 
and the domestic forced labour camps in Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria. 
In 1953 the HNC published (in English and Hungarian) a report on forced 
labour by László Varga that specifically addressed the document issued by 
the United Nations Ad Hoc Committee on Forced Labour which had been 
submitted to the UN Secretary General.50

While Barankovics continued in his role as the intellectual leader of 
the Christian Democrats in exile, László Varga served as its principal activ-
ist. In 1955 he founded the Federation of Free Hungarian Jurists and the 
Committee for Self Determination. Their primary functions were to keep 
pressure on the United Nations regarding (communist) Hungarian human 
rights violations and to work with the press and US authorities to bring 
them to the attention of the world. Both groups advocated on behalf of 
individuals whose human rights had been violated in Hungary.

The HNC also worked alongside a UN committee to stall Hungary’s UN 
membership. Hungary was accepted as a member in 1955, at the same 
time as Bulgaria and Romania, and the Hungarian delegation was seat-
ed. After the Hungarian Revolution broke out, however, the United States 
proposed that its membership be suspended unless UN observers were 
promptly admitted to Hungary. The UN appointed Security Council Chair 
Sir Leslie Munro to head a Special Committee on the Question of Hungary, 
which, alongside the HNC, kept the Hungarian delegation from being for-
mally (re-)seated until 1962. Among the Christian Democrats, László Var-
ga led the protests organised by the Hungarian National Committee and 
was part of the delegation that preceded Nikita Khrushchev at every stop 
on his US tour. The delegation’s mission was to alert the local media to So-
viet crimes against humanity; the San Francisco Call-Bulletin, for example, 
ran the headline “Hungarians Arrive to offset Nikita Tour”.51
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Collaboration among the émigré groups

It needs to be noted that the various national committees worked to-
gether and supported each other in exile as they had seldom done back 
in their homelands. Initiated by Gregoire (Grigore) Gafencu, the former 
foreign minister of Romania, their cooperative meetings began informally 
as the “Tuesday Panel” in the late 1940s and were later to become more 
formalised. This group organised an important demonstration of exile sol-
idarity in Philadelphia, with its first gathering at Independence Hall on 
11 February 1951. The meeting resulted in the “Declaration of the Aims 
and Principles of the Liberation of the Central and East European Peoples”, 
which was signed by all the participants –195 Central and East European 
exile leaders as well as Alexander Kerensky, head of the Russian Provi-
sional Government of 1917. An equally successful second conference was 
held in Williamsburg, Virginia, in 1952. It produced the Williamsburg Dec-
laration, signed by, among others, former leaders from Albania, Bulgaria, 
Czechoslovakia, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Romania. 
The declaration endorsed the principles set forth in the 1776 Virginia Dec-
laration of Rights (penned by Thomas Jefferson) and demanded that those 
rights be restored to citizens of the captive nations on their liberation.52 

After the successes of the Philadelphia and Williamsburg conferences, 
the exile groups would next attempt to create a permanent umbrella or-
ganisation to work on their behalf on an ongoing basis. The Assembly 
of Captive European Nations (ACEN) was established in 1954 under the 
auspices of the Free Europe Committee and included representatives of 
Albania, the Baltic States, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland and 
Romania, as well as non-voting representatives from the Christian Dem-
ocratic Union of Central Europe and the International Peasant Union. It 
met in its own General Assembly sessions at the same time as the United 
Nations. The ACEN’s accomplishment was to provide a forum in which the 
Captive Nations’ leaders could have an ongoing dialogue with each other 
and cooperate as a block to counter actions in the UN by the Soviet Union 
and its satellites. As I conclude in my essay “At War While at Peace”, “This 
was remarkable in and of itself, as the nations that comprised the ACEN 
had not only historical animosities between their nations to overcome but 
also conflicts in the recent past, including Hungary’s seizure of a third of 
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Romania, Poland re-taking a portion of the Teschen area of Czechoslovakia 
and the Bulgarian participation in the dismemberment of Yugoslavia”.53

The Hungarian Christian Democrats László Varga and John (János) 
Miké were members of the first ACEN Hungarian delegation, chaired by 
Tibor Eckhardt. The CDUCE also participated in all of the plenary sessions 
and ACEN conferences and had an opportunity to network with fellow 
Christian Democratic politicians from the other Central and East Euro-
pean nations. As a result of the relationships the CDUCE established and 
the CDUCE’s acceptance into the family of European Christian Democratic 
parties, the CDUCE leadership built a working relationship with all the Eu-
ropean parties in addition to those from Central and Eastern Europe.

These conferences reflected the commonly shared values and goals of 
those opposing the communist yoke in their native lands. A look at the cor-
respondence between the Hungarian National Council and the other na-
tional councils after the failed Hungarian Revolution of 1956 also testifies 
to the immediate support all the captive nations’ leadership gave the Hun-
garians.54 As an example, a telegram sent on 31 October 1956 to Béla Varga 
by Constatin Visoianu, president of the Romanian National Committee, said:

The Rumanian [sic] National Committee wishes to convey the most heart-
felt admiration for the heroic struggle now being waged by the people of 
Hungary for freedom and independence…. We are deeply aware of the sac-
rifices brought by Magyar patriots to the common cause of our countries, 
now enslaved by Soviet Russia. We bow our heads in grateful homage to 
the many who have fallen in this glorious fight … From the depths of our 
hearts we wish the people of Hungary victory in their endeavour in behalf 
of liberty and we pray that Almighty God may be with them.55 

Other letters of support expressing the same sentiment came from the 
Byelorussian-American Association, the Supreme Ukrainian Liberation 
Council, the Baltic Women’s Council, the Council of Free Czechoslovakia, 
the Czechoslovak Party of Middle Class Exiles, the Estonian Consul Gen-
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eral, the Polish Minister of Foreign Affairs (London), the Free Slovaks and 
the All Russian Liberation Committee, among others.56 

During the period from 1948 until 1971, the year that the national 
councils were defunded by the US, Hungarian Christian Democratic lead-
ers played a major part in the ACEN, the Hungarian National Council, the 
CDUCE and social and cultural organisations in their communities, such 
as the New York Hungarian Theater, Hungarian House, the American Hun-
garian Library and Literary Society and particularly the Hungarian Scouts 
in Exteris. 

In the spring of 1955, Barankovics, along with several members of 
his leadership group, split with the Paris-based, Közi-Horváth-founded 
Hungarian Christian People’s Movement and re-established the Christian 
Democratic People’s Party. He continued his participation in the CDUCE 
and in 1958 took over its presidency, which he held until his passing in 
1974. He also continued as a member of the HNC and undertook a num-
ber of special assignments on its behalf, including spending half a year in 
Rome working with Hungarian dissident priests. 

Worldwide activities of the Hungarian National 
Council

At the peak of its influence, the Hungarian National Council had offices in 
eighteen countries in addition to those in New York City and Washington, 
DC. The organisation’s 1957 budget shows that stipends were received by 
each of the administrative offices in France, Italy, Belgium, Switzerland, 
England, Argentina, Germany, Turkey, Canada, Australia, Spain, Portugal, 
Brazil, Chile, Mexico, Uruguay and Morocco. Of these offices, two were ad-
ministered by Christian Democrats – Rome (Apor) and Australia (Barcza) 
– however, the diaspora included many members who were or had been 
Hungarian Christian Democrats.57

The range of refugee assistance, cultural, educational and professional 
organisations funded through the HNC is extensive and beyond the scope 
of this chapter, but it suffices to say that almost every member of the post-
war Hungarian diaspora was touched or aided in some way by the activ-
ities of the HNC during its lifetime. It is made very clear in researching 
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the history of the Hungarian diaspora that it was not political parties or 
dogma that mattered to the average émigré; rather, the social, educational 
and cultural services the various organisations rendered were by far the 
most important and of lasting value, providing jobs, housing and educa-
tional opportunities and including assistance in re-settlement in a new 
homeland. 

Regime change 1989: return of the party system in 
Hungary

Hungary’s return to parliamentary democracy in 1989 after a forty-one-
year hiatus also saw the return of the Christian Democratic People’s Party 
(Kereszténydemokrata Néppárt, KDNP), led by Sándor Keresztes, a post-
war member of the Hungarian Parliament (1946-48) who had remained 
in Hungary in the intervening years. The Christian Democrats were late 
in organising, and therefore joined the coalition organised by the domi-
nant Magyar Democratic Forum (MDF), under the leadership and vision of 
József Antall. Antall’s goal was to unite the centre-right parties that shared 
intellectual roots with the MDF, the Christian Democrats, the National Lib-
erals and writers with conservative views as well as the regional intellec-
tuals. 

Although his credentials as a Christian Democrat appeared solid, 
Keresztes was soon sidelined by the Antall administration to a diplomatic 
posting. Leadership of the reconstituted Christian Democratic Party then 
fell to László Surjan. 

Was there continuity between the Christian Democrats who had migrat-
ed West and retained their beliefs and the party that was formed in 1989? 
There was, although by the time the leadership of the post-war Hungarian 
Christian Democrats (such as László Varga and Zoltán K. Kovács, who had 
fled into exile after the war) returned to Hungary, the Christian Demo-
cratic Party had been relegated to a role as a minority-party player, and it 
remained so throughout its affiliation with the MDF and with its majori-
ty-party successors. The CD held its first party congress in 1992 and has 
continued to play a role as a subservient but loyal partner to the FIDESZ 
party of the current prime minister, Viktor Orbán. It is generally under-
stood that today’s Christian Democratic Party, led by Zsolt Semjén, cannot 
successfully mount its own election lists and therefore remains in coali-
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tion with FIDESZ.58 Nevertheless, Semjén has served as deputy prime min-
ister in the second, third and fourth Orbán governments, and the KDNP is 
the most important partner in the FIDESZ coalition in terms of influence. 
It is also worth noting that parties that were far more dominant in pre- 
and post-war politics in Hungary, such as the Smallholders Party, while 
revived could not successfully re-establish themselves in the post-com-
munist era. Meanwhile, the KDNP, while remaining a minor player, is the 
only pre-communist party to survive in contemporary politics. The KDNP 
has a loyal but small constituency and continues to wield influence with 
the leadership of FIDESZ. 

While the KDNP is the only post-war party that survived the transi-
tion from communism to democracy in Hungary, one would be remiss 
in not mentioning the powerful influence of two other political figures, 
both members of the Smallholders Party who returned to Hungary and 
again became active in politics,59 Msgr Béla Varga and János Horváth. Var-
ga returned to the position of Speaker of the Hungarian parliament that 
he vacated when he fled the country in 1947. Upon his return, his role as 
a senior moral authority was recognised by the state, and he was active 
in the leadership. An economist and professor at Butler University in the 
US, János Horváth returned to Hungary in 1997 at the invitation of Vik-
tor Orbán and was elected to parliament in 1998. Having been the young-
est member of parliament in 1945-47, he returned as its oldest member 
in 1998; Horváth represented many of the values of the defunct Peasant 
and Smallholders Parties within FIDESZ, which were also in concert with 
those of the Christian Democrats. While Varga was spirited west in 1947, 
Horváth remained in Hungary, was in prison at the breakout of the Hun-
garian Revolution and fled to the west in November of 1956. It can be said 
that both of these individuals played an important supporting role in the 
re-establishment of democracy in Hungary. 

It is also true that there is very little ideological difference between the 
Smallholders leaders who returned as members of FIDESZ to Hungary and 
those who returned as Christian Democrats. They were all centre-right 
politicians with essentially the same core belief system. 
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The returnee phenomenon in Hungary manifested itself as the politi-
cians who returned to Hungary were those who left Hungary at a very 
young age. Thus, although four decades had passed under communism, 
they were able to return to make a contribution to its transition back to de-
mocracy. In 1947 when the communists consolidated their rule in Hunga-
ry, Zoltán K. Kovács was just twenty-three, János Horváth twenty-six, Béla 
Varga forty-four and László Varga thirty-seven. All lived to an advanced 
age and were thus able to return and contribute to the re-establishment of 
democracy in their homeland. 

Returning to the role of the Christian Democrats, there is no question 
that the diminishing interest in the Christian Democratic philosophy on 
the part of the general population also mirrors the seismic social changes 
Hungarian society has experienced since World War II. The Roman Cath-
olic Church, once all-powerful and representing 67.8 percent of all Hun-
garians as of 1949, represented only 37.1 percent in 2011. Protestants 
(Calvinist, Lutheran) accounted for another 13.8 percent in 2011, down 
from 27.1 percent in 1949. In 2011 16.7 percent of the Hungarian popula-
tion declared “no religion”, and another 27.1 percent chose not to answer 
regarding religious affiliation. By comparison, in 1949 only 0.2 percent of 
the population chose not to declare a religion.60

Despite the decline of the various religious denominations in Hungary, 
it would be wrong to state that there are no elements of continuity in the 
post-1989 Hungarian Christian Democratic movement and in the party. As 
already noted, two of the most dedicated Christian Democratic politicians, 
László Varga and Zoltán K. Kovács, returned to their homeland. Varga re-
turned permanently in 1992 and was immediately named a minister in the 
Antall government. He went on to serve as vice-chair of the KDNP and was 
then elected to parliament in 1994. In 1997, when the KDNP went through 
its schism, he founded the Hungarian Christian Democratic Association 
and ran for election as a member of FIDESZ. In 2002 the courts returned 
the KDNP to its pre-1997 structure and the leadership of the KDNP again 
fell to Varga, who directed its activities until his death the following year. 
Zoltán K. Kovács is credited as the force behind the establishment of the 
István Barankovics Foundation in Budapest and for assuring the continu-
ation of the Christian Democratic tradition in Hungary. As Barankovics’s 
former secretary and then for decades a journalist at Radio Free Europe, 
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upon his return to Hungary Kovács dedicated himself to rebuilding the 
KDNP and writing and publishing its history. The KDNP celebrated its 75th 

anniversary in 2019, having achieved that longevity thanks in great part 
to the leadership of Varga and Kovács and the resources they contributed 
to their reconstituted party. 

Thirty years after the fall of communism, the post-1989 Hungarian 
Christian Democrats have never been able to replicate the success that 
István Barankovics’s (Christian) Democratic Party had in the 1947 elec-
tions. Yet they have carved out and played a role in government since the 
regime changes of 1989, no small feat in the constant evolution of politics 
and political parties after the fall of communism.

Ideologically, the present KDNP harkens back to the conservative val-
ues of the pre-Barankovics Christian Democrats supported by Cardinal 
Mindszenty. Its platform espouses marriage as between a man and wom-
an, is anti-abortion and solidly supports the Orbán government’s anti-im-
migration policies. It was able to pass legislation in 2016 (rescinded later 
that year) that closed retail establishments in Hungary on Sundays. Never-
theless, there are threads that bind the 1949 and 1989 parties together, as 
historian Éva Petrás rightly notes: “Thanks to the activities of politicians 
who were forced to emigrate from Hungary, an international network of 
contacts and organizational relations evolved in this era that served as 
a natural starting point for the re-founded KDNP in establishing its own 
international relations after 1989”.61

As of 2020, the KDNP does not appear to be on a growth trajectory, 
but neither does it appear to be losing support within the electorate. Its 
support hovers under the 5% electoral base required for a party to be rep-
resented in the Hungarian parliament; thus, it survives as a result of its 
coalition with FIDESZ. Many of the key tenets of the FIDESZ political ide-
ology – Euro-scepticism, anti-immigration, pro-Christian, pro-family – are 
core values within the KDNP and make their collaboration natural. Within 
the coalition, the KDNP took the lead in promoting the right to Hungarian 
citizenship of the Hungarian minority living outside its borders and was 
instrumental in over 1,100,000 ethnic Hungarians receiving Hungarian 
citizenship. It was also the KDNP that championed and saw passed a law 
lowering taxation for families in Hungary. The KDNP also led the charge 
within the Hungarian government for support for persecuted Christians 
abroad. Tristan Azbej (Vice President of KDNP) is the Deputy Secretary of 
State responsible for Hungary’s outreach programme to Middle Eastern 
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Christians, which the Hungarian government calls Hungary Helps.62 The 
official KDNP website states the party mission as follows: “The KDNP has 
always conducted its activities within the Christian nationalist framework. 
We are currently working in close alliance with FIDESZ, representing our 
specific Christian Democratic goals within the alliance”.63 

In a film made to commemorate the 75th anniversary of the party, Hun-
garian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán refers to the KDNP as the party of 
“moral courage”, and in describing the relationship of FIDESZ with the 
KDNP, he defines the role of FIDESZ as providing the large voting constit-
uency and KDNP as providing the ideological high ground and says that 
both are necessary in order to govern.64 The film also includes a recording 
in which Barankovics himself speaks of the party’s goals: 

We are a party with a Christian worldview, but we are neither denomina-
tional nor a Church party; we’re sworn enemies of every form of oppres-
sion and injustice; we preach the socialism of the gospels; we don’t asso-
ciate ourselves with either of the extremes; we don’t veer to the left of our 
Christianity, and we do not veer to the right of our social and democratic 
convictions. In a nutshell our program is this: independent country, Chris-
tian Democracy and the socialism of the Gospels.65

And while perhaps some of the more progressive elements advocated by 
Barankovics in the late 1940s are no longer a part of the party platform, it 
seems as if the KDNP of 2020 in Hungary preserves clear continuity with 
many of the fundamental principles articulated by István Barankovics 
more than forty-six years ago.

https://kdnp.hu/
https://kdnp.hu/
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When the military ousted President Salvador Allende in 1973 and created 
a junta, the Christian Democrats in Chile faced a stark choice. Those who 
went into exile opposed the junta and, with two exceptions, Jaime Castillo 
and Andrés Zaldívar, were on the left of the party as opposed to the more 
conservative wing led by Eduardo Frei Montalva and Patricio Aylwin. Fol-
lowing two splits (1969 and 1971) among the Christian Democrats, the 
differences between the left and right wings within the Partido Demócrata 
Cristiano (PDC) had deepened. The left of the PDC – a loose group rath-
er than an organised faction – was more amenable to negotiating with 
Allende, all while retaining its place among opposition parties. Its mem-
bers stressed the objective of socialism, albeit in the Christian vein, more 
strongly at a time when all Christian Democrats spoke admiringly about 
some form of democratic socialism. The idea of “revolution” had been 
popular in Christian Democratic culture, although conceived mostly as ac-
celerated social and economic change, with different shades. Members of 
the left of the PDC continued to pursue a more conciliatory approach to 
the Marxist coalition until 1973, even though after 1971 all groups inside 
the party supported liberal democracy, at least narrowly conceived, as 
political pluralism. They condemned the coup and in exile, too, remained 
open-minded about cooperation with the non-Christian Democratic Left. 
In contrast, the Frei wing at first showed sympathy, or at least tacit accep-
tance, of the coup. 

Drawing on original sources, especially the correspondence among 
key members of the party located mainly in the private papers of Eduardo 
Frei, Patricio Aylwin and Gabriel Valdés, as well as memoirs and published 
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sources, this chapter addresses the debates between PDC members in ex-
ile and those who stayed in Chile after the 1973 coup d’état. The chap-
ter will focus on Christian Democrats’ debates and exchanges prior to the 
overthrow of Allende, their initial reactions to the coup and Pinochet’s 
Chile and the subsequent courses of action for reclaiming democracy.

The chapter’s first section will describe the roots of the PDC in Chilean 
politics and its evolution in the 1960s and early 1970s, while briefly in-
troducing the key protagonists. The second section revolves around the 
difficult questions of the reaction to the coup and the dichotomy between 
collaboration with and opposition to the dictatorship after 1973. The 
third section will deal with political disagreements over an alliance with 
the PDC left and over what sort of socialism – if any – would be desirable, 
with the exiled party members rapidly joining the ranks of the in-coun-
try PDC left in this debate. The fourth section explores the debate about 
the character of democracy and discussions about world affairs that influ-
enced views about the party programme and its future. The political and 
intellectual evolution of both the Left and Christian Democracy in Western 
Europe mattered a great deal and opened the way for a new vision for the 
future in Chile, ultimately resulting in a convergence between the centrist 
forces and a renewed Left. The exiled Christian Democrats were not them-
selves significant agents of the transition to democracy in Chile. However, 
in a more general sense they were part of a broad transformation that 
led first to a re-evaluation of the social democratic tradition – rejected by 
the left wing of the PDC in the 1960s – and later helped close the gap be-
tween the revived Left and the PDC. This evolution included a clear break 
with Marxism, which had been so influential before the coup. This break 
was the seminal act of the future Concertación, the coalition that governed 
Chile from 1990 to 2010.

Roots: reform and polarisation until 1973

The PDC was a relatively new organisation in Chilean political history. 
Founded in 1957, it originated in the Falange Nacional, a splinter move-
ment of one of the traditional and long-established parties of the nine-
teenth century, the Conservative Party, many of whose younger members 
were not content with the apparent lack of social sensitivity of the party 
leadership in the 1930s. To be born, the party had to murder the father. 
The 1930s generation of young Catholics – not just the falangistas – were 
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committed to a sort of spiritual revolution alien to the majority of the es-
tablishment.1

At the same time, first within the framework of the Conservative Party 
and then after breaking away from it in 1938, these youths developed po-
litical acumen and capabilities that turned the small Falange into a signifi-
cant political force. Like many political parties in Chile, even in some cases 
on the Left, the PDC comprised many traces of the old regime, for example 
through family traditions or marriage, especially in the cases of Frei, Ra-
domiro Tomic and Bernardo Leighton. The main impulse had something 
of the rebellion des notables – people who, by virtue of belonging to an 
elite, continue under new social conditions to provide leadership and ar-
ticulate social demands. The party’s starting point was a critique of the 
Right and the offer of an alternative to communism. Part and parcel of this 
approach was the aim of acting as a vanguard of social reform: peaceful, 
or – if necessary – revolutionary changes, with the latter being of a moral 
nature only, at least until the late 1960s. 

Once founded in 1957, the PDC became a mass party that was more 
ideologically motivated and oriented than other centrist or centre-right 
parties. In 1964 the party’s candidate, Eduardo Frei Montalva, won the 
presidential race against Salvador Allende, the leader of the powerful 
Left. With 43.6% of the vote, the PDC obtained a majority of seats in the 
parliamentary elections of March 1965, by the largest margin ever in the 
twentieth century; the party reached an absolute majority of seats in the 
Chamber but, because only half of the Senate was replaced, gained only 
one-third of seats in the upper house.

The subsequent six-year period of Frei’s presidency, from 1964 to 
1970, has become a reference point in Chilean history. Frei was up against 
the main challenge of Chilean politics and society of those days, the combi-
nation of a developed and highly respected political system and electoral 
procedures, facing a pervasive sense of socio-economic underdevelop-
ment. He had to deal with multiple demands for socio-economic reform, 
but the financial means to implement such reforms were limited. In this 
period, the PDC sought the support of the Left, but to no avail. The Marxist 
Left played a powerful role in Chilean politics and society, based on their 
increasing electoral strength. There was a race to offer more and more of 
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what was widely referred to at the time as “real” democracy, which caused 
tensions at the heart of the PDC.2 

Simultaneously, the forces of counterrevolution were beginning to 
gather strength. In the presidential election of September 1970, with the 
electorate divided roughly into thirds, Salvador Allende and the Marxist 
Left received nearly 36% of the vote. Having become president with PDC 
support and following legal procedures, the new Allende government’s 
goal of paving the “Chilean road to socialism” accentuated the growing po-
larisation that had begun to take shape in the years of the Frei administra-
tion and ended with the coup of 11 September 1973. 

Amidst the cultural changes of the 1960s, the PDC’s young intelligent- 
sia became fascinated by the Marxist and revolutionary ethos of the time. 
A first consequential split occurred in 1969, when many young and some 
middle-aged members, including one senator, Rafael Agustín Gumucio, 
scion of a founding father of the party, abandoned the PDC and created 
a new movement called Movimiento de Acción Popular Unitaria (MAPU). 
Here “unitarian” stood for alliance with the “true” Left, that is, the Marxist 
Left. Quickly, the MAPU came to speak a Marxist political language.

During the first year of the Allende government, a part of the PDC’s 
remaining left-leaning intelligentsia again upset the party and joined a 
group of MAPU militants who were not so enthusiastic about the Marxist 
course. In response, they founded Izquierda Cristiana, espousing a type 
of Christian but not Marxist socialism. After a while, however, its political 
language became almost indistinguishable from that of the Marxist Left. 
The MAPU split again in 1973, with one faction more inclined to ally with 
the more gradual strategy of the Communists, and the other joining an 
informal alliance with the Castroite MIR, which supported an insurrection. 
Following Castro’s guidance, however, they refrained from armed struggle 
so as not to disturb Allende’s “Chilean road to socialism”. 

These multiple defections notwithstanding, the PDC continued to a cer-
tain extent to identify with Catholicism, or at least with certain self-styled 
Christian values, and not only in the social sense. Many of the leaders of 
this intelligentsia later became the core of the so-called renewal of the Left 
during the later 1970s and 1980s, leaving behind the Castroite or ortho-
dox Marxism that they had espoused, instead embracing liberal democra-
cy and social democracy. They were to form one pillar of the political class 
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of Concertación in the 1990s and 2000s and have only recently allowed 
younger generations to take over.

The vast majority of members and voters of the PDC opposed the Allen-
de government, however. Allende and his coalition strove for their support, 
but they did not want the PDC as another member of Unidad Popular (UP) 
that would limit its revolutionary goals, even if pursued by constitutional 
means. After a second split in the party in 1971, the PDC had two wings. 
One of these was more amenable to coexistence with the Marxist govern-
ment. It was led by the PDC’s president until April 1973, Renán Fuenteal-
ba. Fuentealba, while supporting Allende’s confirmation as president in 
1970, joined an electoral alliance with the Right. Most members of this 
wing opposed the Pinochet Junta, and many of them went into exile. The 
other wing was headed by Aylwin, who succeeded Fuentealba as leader in 
April 1973, the latter supporting a more radical opposition to Allende. The 
two wings were under the spell of the old lion of the party, Frei, although 
he was closer to Aylwin.3 

Protagonists: who were the exiles?

Who were the PDC leaders and active members who went into exile – 
whether voluntary or imposed – in the years of the dictatorship?4 Some 
of them, like Bernardo Leighton and the 1970 presidential candidate Ra-
domiro Tomic, left for self-imposed exile for a few years and were then 
prohibited from returning. In 1975, Leighton and his wife, Ana María Fres-
no, barely escaped an assassination attempt by the Pinochet secret police, 
which caused them severe injuries. Both were eventually allowed to return 
in 1979, but their activities and influence in Chile were severely restricted. 
Tomic returned after Frei’s death in 1982. Fuentealba was the first im-
portant PDC leader whom the Pinochet dictatorship actively expelled in 
November 1974. Jaime Castillo followed in July 1975 but returned a few 
years later. Claudio Huepe was first arrested at the end of 1973 and later 
freed after he agreed to go into exile. He returned in the mid-1980s. Valdés 
had a post in the United Nations at the time of the coup and returned only 
around the time of Frei’s death in early 1982. Zaldívar went to Europe 
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after the 1980 plebiscite on the Pinochet Constitution, and once abroad 
was prohibited from returning to Chile until 1983. Alongside these party 
leaders, many younger members also went into exile. However, the bulk of 
the party stayed behind and followed Aylwin and his policy until the late 
1980s, when he became the undisputed leader of the PDC.

Generally, the Pinochet dictatorship treated Christian Democrats better 
than the supporters of the Allende coalition, with the notable exception of 
Leighton and his wife. This differentiation between victim groups signifies 
the dictatorship’s more hesitant and delicate relationship with the PDC. 
Up to a point, Pinochet feared the international solidarity that awaited ex-
iled members of the PDC. Thus, in a special case, Belisario Velasco, one of 
the members who remained in Chile and stayed critical of the Aylwin line 
following the coup, was twice exiled to a remote outpost within Chile, but 
neither sent abroad nor physically harmed.5

With the partial exception of Tomic, all of those mentioned above had 
been leading – and in many cases strident – opponents of Allende. Earlier 
on, Leighton had been a centrist Christian Democrat, but he increasingly 
became identified with the party’s left wing, as were others such as Valdés, 
Tomic, Huepe and Fuentealba. Castillo had been a leading anti-Marxist in-
side the PDC. In exile, without changing his ideas, he interacted more with 
the exiles from other parties. Only Zaldívar followed the Aylwin line, but as 
one of his internal rivals within the party.

The coup and the aftermath: 
difficulties of a democratic coalition

Two days after the coup, Aylwin, as PDC president, delivered a radio decla-
ration in which he effectively supported the coup, placing all blame on the 
extra-constitutional means and totalitarian goals of the Marxist coalition. 
It was a lukewarm blessing of the military takeover, however, trusting in 
the junta’s promise to return power to the people by restoring “institu-
tional normalcy”.6 Frei did not make a formal statement, but in one in-
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terview with the Spanish newspaper ABC, and in a long letter to Italian 
politician Mariano Rumor he justified the military takeover as a legitimate 
“right to rebellion”, affirming that the vast majority of the PDC was behind 
his views.7

On the same day as Aylwin issued his statement, a group of party lead-
ers formulated a very different interpretation, which they were not al-
lowed to publish: the “Declaration of the 13,” as it later became known. 
Among its most prominent authors were Leighton, a former minister in 
the Frei government, and former party leader Fuentealba. Most of the 13 
later left the country voluntarily, were exiled by the regime or were forced 
to live in remote outposts within Chile. 

The Group of 13 began their declaration by paying homage to the sac-
rifice of Allende – who killed himself during the coup, as an exhumation 
confirmed in 2011 – in defence of his “constitutional authority”. They then 
asserted their peaceful opposition to Allende, designed to rectify the “mis-
takes” of his government: that the causes of the coup originated in the 
“sectarian dogmatism of Unidad Popular”, which was unable “to build an 
authentic road to a democratic socialism”, and that the far Left had be-
haved irresponsibly. The declaration concluded by demanding that “the 
Junta” (as it was initially called in Chile) return the power to the people as 
promised. The signatories’ goal was a democratic and humanist transfor-
mation of Chile.8

This declaration contained significant clues that linked the reaction of 
the future exiles with the recent past and the positions to be adopted by 
them during the 1970s. They upheld Allende’s constitutional position but 
rejected the concrete path that the UP coalition had followed. This some-
what ambivalent attitude reflected the political and moral views of the 
PDC signatories, with their roots in the quasi-Left, who had remained in 
the party after the 1971 Izquierda Cristiana split. At the same time, they 
did not explicitly oppose the declaration of the Chamber of Deputies of 22 
August 1973, supported by the PDC and the Right, which in thinly veiled 
language asked the armed forces to intervene; this, in turn, had foreshad-
owed Aylwin’s and Frei’s reaction to the coup. Privately, however, Tomic 
wrote to Aylwin strongly criticising Frei’s assessment and demanding that 
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the party, “in this phase”, keep its distance from the junta, which followed 
a capitalist and anti-democratic policy.9 

Frei himself first publicly criticised the junta for the expulsion of Fuen- 
tealba in November 1974, followed by that of Castillo, the intellectual head 
of the dominant freísta wing of the party.10 In an article published in 1977, 
Fuentealba stated that neither the PDC nor the UP as separated forces 
could lead on the task of recovering democracy. Instead, all democratic 
forces should be included in a new government. However, it was difficult 
to ask for “unity” in the opposition and better to speak of concertación – 
coordinated action. To begin with, this would require talking to the armed 
forces, taking into consideration existing “realities” and not demanding 
the realisation of “ultra-socialist” goals. Perhaps few of the remaining  
forces of the Left could take part in such a government, but it was nonethe-
less to be open to all of them.11

The discussion over responsibility for the coup played a central role in 
the first years after 1973. Leighton expressed harsh criticism of Frei’s posi-
tions before and after the coup, albeit only in private correspondence with 
the former president. In his view, Frei had been passive before the coup, 
seeing it as inevitable. Leighton even insinuated that Frei saw the coup as 
the only solution to the crisis, although he conceded that the former head 
of state could not have anticipated how bloody such a coup would be.

Leighton maintained that, in the past, he had been accused of favouring 
the strategy of an “anti-fascist” front for the PDC, which in the Chile of the 
1970s smacked of the communist strategy of manipulating the opposition 
to achieve non-democratic goals. Instead, Leighton proposed a coordina-
tion (coordinación), which would maintain separate organisations and 
tactics even if all parties to this cooperation agreed on defeating the dicta-
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torship. Whatever the realities might have been, he at least claimed that in 
Europe – especially in Italy – all people saw such a coalition as something 
normal, as the means to defeat fascism. In any case, nobody would under-
stand the PDC if it did not join a wide coalition against Pinochet. Leighton 
alluded to the “historic compromise” in 1970s Italy, the cooperation be-
tween Christian Democrats and Eurocommunists there, without however 
mentioning the man who coined the term, the leader of the Italian Com-
munist Party, Enrico Berlinguer.12

In contrast to Leighton, Aylwin, having the bulk of the PDC in Chile be-
hind him, wrote to Valdés that any frontal fight against the regime would 
be rejected by the majority of the people, who were opposed to anything 
smacking of communism or Marxism after the UP experience. Further-
more, Aylwin contended, the people would not live a freer and more just 
life if the alternative to the dictatorship was to be a Marxist-Leninist solu-
tion.13 At the same time, the growing opposition of the PDC under Aylwin’s 
leadership to the Pinochet regime contributed to closing the gap inside the 
country between those in a kind of inner exile and the Frei-Aylwin line.14

Probable coalitions and democracy

Behind this nascent debate about a possible pro-democracy coalition, 
there was still a wide rift between the notion of democracy held by the 
PDC and the parties of the UP. In the end, the fight against Pinochet, at first 
half-heartedly undertaken by the PDC inside Chile, united the opposition 
after a large part of the old Left abandoned the radical path of Marxism 
and changed their orientation in the direction of West European social-
ism. This shift occurred in the first half of the 1980s and has been one of 
the mainstays of democratic Chile since 1990. This path was by no means 
clear in 1973, however.

After the coup, Frei claimed that Leighton lent his name to a smear 
campaign against him, when the journal Expresso stated that the German 
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Konrad Adenauer Foundation (KAS), which was close to the Christian 
Democratic Union there, paid Frei a lot of money annually.15 In his letter 
to Frei of December 1974, Leighton in turn claimed that it was as neces-
sary to oppose the dictatorship as to oppose Allende.16 Leighton and oth-
ers were convinced that real democrats could reach a consensus with the 
junta about its surrender of power. They largely retained this stance until 
just before the plebiscite in 1988. Early in 1975, Leighton stated that the 
Chilean Marxist parties would not fade away and that they would have to 
learn from the terrible lessons of the recent past. While still criticising Frei 
for his strict opposition to Allende and his support for the coup, Leighton 
nevertheless stated that he did not support an “anti-fascist” coalition with 
the UP parties.17 

This long exchange of letters helps us to understand the Allende years, 
but it also contains clues for the development of the PDC after the coup 
and the position of exiles such as Leighton. Leighton went to Europe ear-
ly in 1974. In his Italian exile, he began to interact with other politicians 
from the left of the PDC, and of the Marxist and far Left. Frei criticised 
these contacts, because of the harsh attacks on him by these groups before 
and after the coup. These letters – all written before the attempt on Leigh-
ton’s life in September 1975 – reveal a slowly closing gap in the spectrum 
of attitudes towards the Left, with the PDC still considering itself as part 
of a democratic Left, in a painful effort to close the wounds inside the par-
ty. Thus, many exiles initially contributed to developing an anti-capitalist 
programme for a new Chilean democracy. 

The anti-capitalist line for a new democracy

Valdés was the scion of an old family, foreign minister in the Frei govern-
ment and an official of international organisations in which he reached 
high positions. He was also a member of the left wing of the party, and in 
the last phase of the Frei government the president did not always agree 
with him. During the Allende years, when he travelled from New York to 
Santiago, he frequently contacted UP politicians in the hope of arriving at 
an agreement. In one of his first pronouncements after the coup, a letter 
to PDC president Aylwin, he referred to the junta as “fascist”, and he pro-
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tested against the PDC’s support for the coup. He forgave Aylwin, howev-
er, because in Valdés’s view, Aylwin had done all in his power to avoid it. 
However, the party had sold its soul to save its body, as he put it. The party, 
in his view, should stop criticising the UP and Allende. Valdés was harsh on 
Frei. He saw the letter from the PDC leaders to Pinochet as “submission” 
to the dictatorship. In his view, the PDC was at an end and had to be com-
pletely “cleaned” and equipped with new strategic goals.18

Aylwin’s response to Valdés’s sharp criticism was quite aggressive. He 
denied Valdés’s authority to attack him, since Valdés had not lived in Chile 
during the UP years nor seen first-hand the persecution of the party by 
the Left, including the deaths of six of its members. Valdés, Aylwin con-
tinued, was not in Chile and could travel across the world as a moralist. 
“We recognize the fact of the dictatorship”, stated Aylwin, adding that the 
great majority of the Chilean people asked for it, and there was still more 
support for it than opposition to it. He then justified the dictatorship as a 
reflection of the dilemma that many PDC members and other Chileans felt: 

We cannot consciously hide the fact that in present circumstances it would 
not be possible to have a democratic government. The power void, institu-
tional crisis, economic disaster and social disintegration made necessary a 
period of “dictatorship” in the sense of an emergency government invested 
with full powers, as the Romans understood it.19

Nonetheless, to PDC members outside Chile, Aylwin’s justification must 
have been incomprehensible. He clearly accepted the idea of a postponed 
democracy. Among them, Tomic protested to Aylwin that the PDC had not 
defended him publicly against attacks by the new authorities. In his letter 
to Aylwin, he argued: 

In our region, as in Asia and Africa and in large parts of Europe, it is capital-
ism which approaches its twilight. [It is] what must die because “that is the 
nature of things”. And what is [now] born, under different forms and con-
tents has a generic name: it is socialism. It is the substitution of the power 
of money by the power of work, from the few to the many.20
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Even when taking into account Tomic’s usually strong rhetoric, his words 
reveal the eschatological view underpinning his ideas, and the notion that 
any real coalition could only be formed with the traditional Left, for the 
purpose of creating a socialist socio-economic regime. Tomic was also am-
biguous regarding democracy – or at least, liberal democracy. At times his 
thinking seemed to be quite closely aligned with that of the Tito regime 
in Yugoslavia. Not all PDC members in exile or on the party’s left in Chile 
shared all of Tomic’s views, but they largely agreed on the broad socialist 
direction. 

In 1975, a group of exiled PDC members sent a collective letter to Ayl-
win critical of the party’s position. They alluded to the Carnation Revolu-
tion with the possible threat of a Marxist usurpation of power in Portugal, 
which the party’s majority around Frei and Aylwin saw as confirmation of 
the position that they had taken towards Allende and the coup. The exiles, 
however, asserted that the PDC’s anti-Marxist position was “exhausted” 
and needed to be abandoned. In any case, Marxist parties in Europe were 
being transformed in a democratic spirit. In these circumstances, they 
asked, what could a future democracy look like?21

(We are convinced) that the moral and institutional crisis of the country 
[Chile] leaves no other way out than the construction of a new democracy, 
fruit of a gigantic effort of integration and participation of the people, in 
a context of high patriotic motivation and stern social discipline […]. The 
PDC for the last four years has already defined itself as a communitari-
an and socialist force, democratic and pluralist. Especially in the present 
circumstances it is necessary to project this definition in a practical way, 
which demands political will, creative thinking and the necessary strategy 
and links.22

This collective letter, although it does not talk directly about the remains 
of the UP, reflected a broader trend to build closer relations and perhaps 
even a strategic alliance. The signatories were attached to the idea of so-
cialism, which fascinated those in the falangista tradition. They conceded 
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in relation to Aylwin’s position that there should not be an “organic” union 
with the Left, but a “convergence”, and that there should not be any public 
conflict over this inside the party. They were already speaking of a “new 
democracy”. 

Aylwin and the main current of the party inside Chile saw the process 
from a different perspective, as becomes clear in their view of the changes 
in Portugal. In an earlier letter to Leighton, Aylwin had stated that Portugal 
was an example of how prolonged rightist tyranny leads not to democracy, 
but to a communist dictatorship.23 From this perspective, Aylwin accepted 
the return to democracy as a common goal shared with some democratic 
elements of the Left. At the same time, he insisted that the unity of the 
PDC, his main goal, aimed at the recovery of democracy: he did not want 
to support the dictatorship but was trying to give the armed forces a place 
in the future of the country. What those in exile did not understand, in his 
view, was that not more than 20% of the Chilean people were even inter-
ested in the re-establishment of democracy at that point in time.24 

A freísta line to look for change and a promising 
future

Frei had more faith in men like Castillo, expelled from Chile a few months 
after Fuentealba. Castillo was from the PDC’s freísta wing and extremely 
active in human rights matters following the coup. Writing to Frei on the 
day after the 1976 assassination of Orlando Letelier in his Washington ex-
ile by Pinochet’s security forces, Castillo said that he suspected that the 
former Chilean diplomat had been one of the driving forces of the cam-
paign against Frei. In his view, however, this did not matter in the face of 
the heinous crime committed by the Pinochet regime.25 Shortly before this 
letter, Castillo’s brother, Fernando Castillo Velasco, from the left wing of 
the PDC, had written to Frei from London, where he was staying in a sort 
of self-imposed exile, endorsing the former president’s more recent state-
ment advocating a “critical” position toward the regime. He added that 



268 Joaquín Fermandois

26	 Fernando Castillo to Frei, 5 June 1975, AF, Box 466. 
27	 A letter apparently written by Frei to Zaldívar, in the first days of January 1981, AF, Box 472. 
28	 Frei to Tomás Reyes, 17 September 1981, AF, Box 472. 

two things seemed to worry the PDC: the character of the future democra-
cy on the one hand, and any possible alliances with other forces, meaning 
the Marxist Left, on the other. Fernando Castillo proposed to forget about 
the future, and that the party should instead concentrate on fighting the 
dictatorship. In his view, this was the most urgent task of the time. He 
warned that the cases of Czechoslovakia and Portugal were not relevant to 
the case of Chile, because of the huge differences between them.26 

Frei worried increasingly about the exiles, especially the people who 
had been close to him, like Zaldívar. After the plebiscite of 1980, this for-
mer minister from Frei’s cabinet and former senator was not allowed by 
the dictatorship to return from travelling in Europe, and he had to stay 
abroad for about three years. In a public declaration, both men apparently 
agreed that if Zaldívar was permitted to return, it must be with dignity, 
and not as a mere concession by the regime. It should also not appear as if 
Frei was asking favours for special friends, but that he was in fact pleading 
for all Christian Democrats in exile.27

Later in 1981, in a letter to Tomás Reyes, then acting president of the 
PDC after Zaldívar was prevented from returning to Chile, Castillo appar-
ently alluded to a future agreement with the Communists, or at least a 
common platform for reorganising trade unions. Without saying so, he 
appeared to accept the labour reforms introduced by the military regime 
in order to abolish the monopoly of one organisation. It seems that at this 
point he accepted some sort of negotiation with the Communists. Howev-
er, they would dominate a joint organisation as they had done in the past.28

Frei’s response is revealing. He agreed with Castillo Velasco that this 
was an urgent matter, but one that required caution. Certainly, the most 
important objective was the return to democracy: respect for human 
rights, freedom of information, workers’ rights, university autonomy, se-
curity guaranties like in a normal civilised country and a timeline for free 
elections. Two premises were implicit in his statement. One is that there 
was a possibility that such a recovery of democracy could or should be 
negotiated with the armed forces. The second is that such a democracy 
would be akin to a liberal democracy, even if he recognised that the form 
of the future democracy could not be the same as in older times because 
the world had changed a lot. He said that he was not opposed to a broader 
alliance of political forces, despite the fact that UP had attacked him in the 
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past and now he had to withstand attacks from “creole fascists”.29 At this 
point in time, Frei still retained some degree of optimism about a positive 
role of the state bureaucracy in a transition towards democracy.30 

By 1980, the view of exiled PDC members about tactical questions con-
tinued to shift slightly. Valdés offers a key example. Writing to Eduardo 
Frei in 1979, already without the strong critical overtures of his earlier 
letters to Aylwin, Valdés congratulated the former president for an article 
in the press. He was not so optimistic as to the likelihood of avoiding vio-
lence in a transition to democracy, however. His main criticism was direct-
ed at Chile’s economic policy under the dictatorship: “The international 
insertion of the Chilean economy corresponds to a perfect, sought-after 
asymmetry between the centre’s interests and those of our countries”. He 
added that he was very pessimistic about international development.31 

Before 1980, Valdés had criticised Zaldívar for some of his statements, 
but after he was forced into exile, he showed respect for one of the leading 
representatives of the Frei orientation in the PDC. There appeared to be 
some rivalry in the search for funds dispersed by the Instituto Nuevo Chile 
in Rotterdam, which followed a more Socialist line from the late 1970s.32 
However, the Chileans in Rotterdam were overall more moderate and pre-
ferred a social democratic paradigm. Valdés insisted that he wanted to or-
ganise a study group in Santiago, where he would return in due course. He 
did not want to deprive the PDC of any resources, but he protested against 
Zaldívar for apparently forbidding him to maintain independent contacts 
in the Netherlands, adding:

The party should be the voice of a new idea that illuminates the minds and 
hearts of its militants. We need answers for the 1980s in a Chile that is not 
the one of the 1950s, nor of 1964, 1970 nor 1973. [We] need to foster new 
mobilising ideas to ask, unite and allow creative liberty to emerge from all 
sides, because it is liberty inside the great current of democratic thought 
which will be able to give life to exhausted older forms.33

His words reflect more positive attitudes towards traditional democracy 
in the Western model. When Zaldívar was exiled, Aylwin, as de facto leader 
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of the PDC after Frei’s death (through slow poisoning in two surgeries, as 
a Chilean court determined in 2019 after the exhumation of Frei’s body), 
was intent on promoting a man close to him, Claudio Orrego, but he was 
unsuccessful.34 Instead, the exiled Valdés became the successor of Zaldívar 
in 1982. Zaldívar reiterated the mainstream position in his interpretation 
of the Spanish transition as paradigmatic for Chile, where Adolfo Suárez 
had been his model, and a personal friend, as he succeeded in creating “a 
national consensus from Left to Right, which in Spain permitted to build 
up a democracy” in the period from 1977 to 1981-82.35 Zaldívar did not be-
lieve that the world would be socialist in the sense of, or similar to, Brezh- 
nev-style “real, existing socialism”. Despite his rejection of the 1980 Pino-
chet Constitution, he also took the integration of the Right into account, as 
in his reference to Suárez, who after all had played a prominent role in the 
Spanish Falange and was state secretary in the government until Franco’s 
death in November 1975. 

Valdés returned to Chile in 1980, unmolested but with restrictions im-
posed on him, and became President of the PDC in 1982, to fill the vacuum 
left by an exiled leader, Zaldívar, and an acting leader without much power, 
Tomás Reyes. Valdés tried to maintain a centrist position inside the party. 
“In the PDC there are neither Marxists nor Rightists [derechistas] [...]. We 
reject that fashionable reductionism that one should be socialist or capi-
talist”. Concerning the UP, he affirmed that he respected President Allen-
de but that this did not “vindicate the UP because I believe that its ideas 
and actions were deeply mistaken”.36 His main intellectual references were 
somewhat traditional, reaching back to the pre-coup and pre-Allende 
years, peppered with some reform ideas. In a letter to the recently created 
Democratic Alliance, a centre-left force including some former hard-line 
Marxists, Valdés enumerated the principles required for adhering to that 
persuasion: respect for human rights according to the prevailing Western 
definition; pluralism and alternation of power; the rejection of blocs in in-
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ternational politics, and of “all means of struggle”, which the communists 
advocated.37

This was a very different Valdés from the much more left-wing poli-
tician of 1973. By 1982 the clear anti-dictatorship line taken by the PDC 
leadership from 1975 on combined with the transformation of the Left in 
Western Europe, greatly facilitated a rapprochement undergone by both 
wings and views in the PDC. Moreover, the PDC was made illegal in 1977, 
which further contributed to the internal reconciliation. Even if rivalries 
among different groups persisted to some extent, they were under a com-
mon roof as enemies of the dictatorship, together with sectors of the for-
mer Left who themselves were now closer to an understanding with the 
self-avowed centrist PDC.

Zaldívar, in particular, wanted the PDC to be a centrist party. He as-
sumed that radical Right regimes and dictatorships were usually succeed-
ed by radical Left regimes, something that he was keen to avoid for Chile. 
Consequently, he advocated a peaceful and orderly transition back to de-
mocracy. Zaldívar demanded,

That a real democracy be installed in the country. There is no way forward 
in following a democracy attached to some names, that only cover up that 
there is no democracy “like ‘popular’ democracy”. There is only one de-
mocracy, and it is founded on one thing: that sovereignty comes from the 
people, and the people are the ones called upon to choose their authorities 
and to define by the [people’s] mandate the rules that would govern their 
living together. Thus, these authorities are conditioned and limited by re-
spect for fundamental human rights, and men are obliged to respect each 
other. These are the only limits [of democracy].38

Zaldívar’s words mark the triumphant discourse of liberal democracy in 
Chile, that no longer needed to be translated into communitarian social-
ism to seem a legitimate alternative to the Pinochet dictatorship.
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Conclusion

The few but influential PDC exiles were not the main agents of the transi-
tion to democracy in Chile. However, to different degrees they participated 
in a major effort that led to the transition, and several of them were among 
the key actors in the first decade of the new democracy and beyond. The 
exiles had to align themselves with the leadership in Chile where the PDC 
continued to exist with its own structure and membership. They interact-
ed with the huge mass of Latin American exiles of the 1960s up to the early 
1980s.39 Exile had the virtue of bringing the Christian Democrats into clos-
er relations with the parties of the Left, at a time when many of its leaders 
and adherents were abandoning hard-line Marxist tenets. For the Left, the 
PDC was also a link – even if a weak one – with Chilean social elites and the 
economic establishment, important for developments in the late 1980s. 
Mainstream Christian Democrats could travel freely throughout this peri-
od, even if under surveillance and threats, and were links in a long chain. 
Exiled PDC leaders were not in the least a quiet group, but remained very 
active participants in Chilean and Latin American politics in exile.

When Valdés assumed the PDC’s presidency in 1982, he led a policy of 
reconciliation of the two wings or strands. This process was facilitated by 
the weakening of the dictatorship following the 1982 economic crisis and 
the mass protests that followed, forcing the regime into a limited apertura, 
or opening. It was also made easier by parallel political processes in Eu-
rope, including the Spanish transition to democracy, where the socialists 
shed their Marxist traditions. This was something that increasingly also 
happened on the Left in Chile, which became more critical of “real, existing 
socialism”. These processes facilitated the convergence between the polit-
ical centre and the Left in Chilean politics.
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The first wave of exiles were people who, with few exceptions, had op-
posed Allende’s policies, but nevertheless held left-leaning political views. 
In part reacting to the coup and against the ensuing violence, they initially 
returned to left-wing notions of a Christian socialism. Most of them later 
on moved towards the model of a liberal democracy with a social face, as 
it was often called at the time. From this perspective, Zaldívar, who was 
more to the right, was relatively isolated, but his views were likely more in 
line with those of the bulk of the PDC members and voters. He and others 
helped to bring them along to create a centre-left majority that, together 
with international pressure, forced the Pinochet dictatorship to make con-
cessions in the negotiations after the 1988 plebiscite.

Perhaps exile was not the actual cause of the reconciliation of the two 
wings or strands of the PDC. It was also no barrier to becoming more unit-
ed again in one party and in opposition to the dictatorship. More impor-
tantly, the exiles from 1975 onward constituted a line of communication 
at first, and later an important link with the reform-oriented forces of the 
former Left coalition. They all formed part of a major realignment of the 
Chilean political party system in the run-up to the re-establishment of de-
mocracy. 





11
CHILEAN CHRISTIAN DEMOCRATS IN EXILE 
IN THE AMERICAS AND IN EUROPE
Impact on Networks and Ideas

Élodie Giraudier

In 1964, Eduardo Frei Montalva became the first Christian Democrat 
elected President of Chile with his “Revolution in Liberty” programme and 
56% of the votes. His victory caught the United States and European Chris-
tian Democrats’ attention, especially as they had supported his presiden-
tial campaign.1 This event is also important for understanding the Chris-
tian Democrats’ reaction in the Americas and in Europe to the overthrow 
of Salvador Allende and his Popular Unity (UP), which included left-wing 
former Christian Democrats like Jacques Chonchol, who advocated over-
coming capitalism. 

In its declaration of 12 September 1973, the Partido Demócrata Cris-
tiano (PDC) leadership “regretted” what had happened to Allende but 
blamed the socialist government and called for “the patriotic collabora-
tion of all the sectors” to re-establish “constitutional normality”.2 These ar-
guments were repeated in a letter that Frei Montalva sent to the president 
of the World Union of Christian Democrats (WUCD), Mariano Rumor, on  
8 November 1973. In it he railed against “the continuous propaganda in 
the Marxist media welcomed by insignificant Christian Democrat groups”.3 
At the same time, a dissident PDC group of 13 members led by the former 
MP and minister Bernardo Leighton signed a declaration on 13 Septem-
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ber 1973 that firmly condemned the military coup. They distributed their 
declaration to international news agencies and embassies, as the Chilean 
media refused to report or broadcast it.4 In the context of the Cold War, 
the PDC division on the point of the military coup was also reproduced in 
Europe. In Germany, for example, the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) 
comprised left-Catholic, liberal and conservative wings, which explains 
their varied receptions of the Chilean coup.5 Just like the West German 
party, the centrist Christian Democrats in Western Europe also saw the 
military coup differently depending on their domestic political positions.

Drawing on fresh archival sources from the Jean Jaurès, Frei and Kon-
rad Adenauer Foundations, as well as interviews and press reporting, this 
chapter will analyse the dynamics of the exile of the Chilean Christian 
Democrats in the Americas and in Europe following the coup d’état. The 
key question is how the Chilean Christian Democratic exile experience 
bridged the national and global levels in the years of the military dicta-
torship. The chapter argues that the Chilean Christian Democrats who 
went into exile between 1973 and the early 1980s essentially chose host 
countries where they had pre-existing Christian Democratic contacts. The 
chapter also argues that, despite the heated controversies within the PDC 
and among Christian Democrats in exile, the exile experience neverthe-
less helped to bring Chilean Christian Democrats and socialists together 
to work for the democratic transition in Chile. 

The chapter’s first section will map the Chilean Christian Democratic 
exile in the Americas and in Europe: the individuals, the formats that they 
used for organising themselves and their interactions with other political 
refugees from Chile. The second section will then explore their connec-
tions within and across the host countries and their work with domestic 
Christian Democratic parties and foundations there. The third section will 
analyse the impact of exile on the Chilean Christian Democrats’ political 
ideas and preferences, their relations with other political refugee groups, 
and their ideas about the future of Chile and Latin America.
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the United States.

Mapping the Chilean Christian Democratic exile in the
Americas and in Europe

At least 400,000 people left Chile for political or economic reasons in the 
period after the coup.6 The Chilean Christian Democratic exile has been 
studied less than the leftist one because it was less important and at the 
beginning of the dictatorship, only some leaders of the more progressive 
faction in the party were forced out of the country.7 It is also difficult to 
quantify how many Christian Democrats actually were exiled. For exam-
ple, some of them decided to study abroad as a way for them to protect 
themselves from repression. Other Christian Democrats were working in 
international organisations in the United States, without being formally 
exiled. Thus, who left Chile and when?

In the first year following the military coup, the Chilean Christian Dem-
ocrats were part of the chascones, those who signed the Declaration of the 
13. One of these signatories, Belisario Velasco, asserted during an inter-
view that the military Junta wanted to shoot them at the beginning of the 
dictatorship because they firmly rejected the coup.8 Renán Fuentealba and 
Claudio Huepe were also forced out of the country in 1974 and 1975. A 
former PDC president and senator, Fuentealba first went to Peru and then 
decided to stay in Costa Rica. After that, he lived in Venezuela from 1975 
to 1983. A former deputy, Huepe, was arrested in mid-September 1973 for 
a few days, arrested again and detained for several months at Tres Alamos 
and Ritoque detention centres, without formal charges. He was released 
on 12 February 1975 and immediately departed Chile to seek refuge in 
England.9 The well-known former minister Bernardo Leighton decided 
to accept the Italian DC’s invitation and travelled to Europe in February 
1974. He gave presentations about Chilean Christian Democracy and the 
military coup, and in September 1974, when he wanted to return to Chile, 
a military decree prohibited him from entering the country. 

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the forced eviction concerned in-
stead the guatones: the dominant, more conservative PDC faction, which 
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had supported the military coup in the beginning but began fighting the 
dictatorship mainly from 1975 onward. For example, the Junta forced An-
drés Zaldívar out of the country in 1980. Zaldívar, who had been a min-
ister in the Frei government and who was the PDC president from 1976 
onwards, took part in the opposition to the 1980 plebiscite on the military 
constitution. He was also in the Caupolicán Theatre when Frei gave his 
first public speech against the dictatorship on 27 August 1980. 

The Chilean Christian Democrats essentially chose their host countries 
for links with local political parties and individual Christian Democrats. 
This depended largely on the international context and the domestic sit-
uation of Christian Democratic parties, as well as language skills. In the 
Americas, some of the Chilean Christian Democrats had been working in 
international or regional organisations such as the Organisation of Amer-
ican States or the United Nations. Others studied in the United States and 
lived on university campuses. They were involved in the Chilean commu-
nity and participated in political meetings with other Chilean political 
leaders. For instance, the progressive Christian Democrat Raúl Allard ob-
tained a grant from the Ford Foundation in April 1974 to study Political 
Science at Princeton University. After that, he worked for the Organisation 
of American States and lectured on and off at Harvard from 1979 to 1983.10 
In Princeton, Allard gathered other Chilean exiles such as the PhD student 
in Political Science, Juan Gabriel Valdés, son of a former Christian Demo-
cratic minister, and the physicist Claudio Bunster, the astronomer María 
Teresa Ruiz, the scientists Fernando Lund and Sergio Hojman, the public 
policy scholar Eugenio Lahera, the writer José Donoso and the economist 
Andrés Bianchi. In fact, the Chilean exiles played football every Saturday 
against other national teams as well as US students. The former Christian 
Democratic candidate in the 1970 election, Radomiro Tomic, visited them, 
and these Chilean exiles saw Eduardo Frei several times in New York in 
1974-75.11

In Latin America, the Chilean Christian Democrats found refuge in 
Costa Rica, Mexico or Venezuela: like the other exiles, they went to neigh-
bouring countries because they thought that the dictatorship might not 
last long given the strong democratic tradition in Chile.12 They especially 
chose those countries in which links existed with local Christian Demo-
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crats. In that regard, Venezuela was one of the key places where Chilean 
exiles lived. One example is the Christian Democratic thinker Jaime Castil-
lo Velasco, who was forced out of the country twice – in 1976 and again in 
1981. Venezuela granted him political asylum, and he met with President 
Caldera and with other Chilean exiles in the Caracas Group. 

Between one-third and one-half of Chilean exiles settled in Western 
Europe. Countries such as Sweden, Belgium, the Netherlands and West 
Germany aided them financially, provided resettlement services, helped 
with language training and job placement. Exile in Europe was attractive 
because of the cultural, religious, social and political affinities. For the 
Chilean Christian Democrats, however, the most important host countries 
were Italy, the Netherlands and West Germany. A lot of Christian Dem-
ocratic students or young leaders went to West Germany because the 
Konrad Adenauer Foundation (KAS), which was close to the CDU, offered 
them funding. This was the case, for example, for Otto Boye and Ricardo 
Hormazábal. Thanks to a KAS grant, Boye went to study Political Science in 
Heidelberg on 18 August 1973 and stayed on until October 1982 because 
of the dictatorship.13 Ricardo Hormazábal studied for a postgraduate de-
gree in Political Science and International Relations in Bonn from 1975 to 
1977.14 After the coup, 2,487 Chileans of all political persuasions lived in 
West Germany, and their number rose to 5,124 by 1979.15 

Although France was not at first regarded as a site of the Chilean Chris-
tian Democrat “diaspora”, the archives of the Jean Jaurès Foundation show 
that several of the PDC’s mid-level politicians found refuge there and par-
ticipated in the fight against the dictatorship alongside the former UP par-
ties.16 Thanks to the democratic transition, Spain became a host country 
for the Christian Democratic guatones: the most famous example was An-
drés Zaldívar, who lived in Madrid in the early 1980s and led the Christian 
Democrat International (CDI) at that time.17 

In comparison to the leftist exile, the duration of the Christian Dem-
ocratic exile was shorter. Indeed, Bernardo Leighton, who together with 
his wife had been attacked on 6 October 1975 by the Condor Operation 
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in Rome, was able to return to Chile in June 1978. Because Leighton was 
severely hurt in the attack, he no longer represented a threat for the Junta. 
Most of the exiled Christian Democrats returned to Chile in 1983 thanks to 
a relative political liberalisation of the regime. Like the other exiles, they 
received help from Western European countries and repatriation commit-
tees. 

For these different reasons the Chilean Christian Democrat exile was 
less numerous and shorter than the leftist one. First, members of the 
chascona faction and, from the late 1970s onward, the guatona faction, 
had been forced to live abroad. Their connections in and across the host 
countries and their work with domestic Christian Democratic parties and 
foundations while in exile helped them to create networks and collaborate 
with Chilean Socialists as well.

Chilean Christian Democrats’ connections in and 
across the host countries

The Chilean Christian Democratic exile began as mobilisation against the 
Pinochet dictatorship was reported to be the most widespread interna-
tional protest movement since the end of the Second World War.18 The 
news of the Chilean coup had a strong impact on the Italian Communist 
Party (PCI), the largest in Western Europe, electorally dominant in many 
Italian regions and led by Enrico and Giovanni Berlinguer. On 12 Septem-
ber, the PCI’s Central Committee met to analyse the Chilean situation as “a 
warning” for Italy and especially the Christian Democrats.19 Within a few 
days, the PCI initiated a great media operation to place the Chilean case 
at the centre of national debate. The communist newspaper, L’Unità, dedi-
cated its front pages to the Chilean situation until 25 September, and from 
28 September, three articles by Enrico Berlinguer under the shared title 
“Reflections about Italy after the Chilean events” were published in the 
party’s theoretical review, Rinascita.20 On the initiative of the Italian Left, 
the debate in the Chamber of Deputies on 26 September focused on Chile.
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The debate among the Italian parties had started in the weeks before 
the coup. However, on 25 August L’Unità replied to the Christian Demo-
crats’ Il Popolo that “any opponent to Allende” should be called a fascist, 
asking the Italian Christian Democrats to condemn Frei openly “for mi-
nimising and justifying the fascist violence”.21 After 11 September, when 
Frei condoned the military action, the Italian DC distanced itself from him. 
As Amintore Fanfani stated, “Chile’s drama does not tolerate neutrality; 
indeed, we are either with the oppressed, or with the oppressors”.22 The 
Italian Christian Democrats feared that the Chilean events could damage 
their image, as they and the German CDU had continued to support the 
PDC during the UP years.23

Subsequently, the Italian DC’s relations with the PDC deteriorated, as is 
clear from the correspondence between Frei and Angelo Bernassola, who 
headed the DC’s international department. In a letter written on 5 March 
1974, Frei expressed his concern about what he alleged was happening in 
Italy: “The Communist Party uses the Chilean chaos to attack and black-
mail the Italian DC”.24 According to Esteban Tomic, however, “the big ob-
stacle to the success of the historic compromise” between the Eurocom-
munists and the DC, which was under discussion in Italy at the time, was 
the opposition of the United States; Secretary of State Henry Kissinger had 
announced that the US would not be “willing to have a plate of spaghettis 
with Chilean sauce”.25

Italy, where the Chilean exile was politically more diverse than in 
France, witnessed the emergence of a strong solidarity between the Ital-
ian Christian Democrats and their South American partners. According 
to Olga Ulianova,26 parliamentary groups organised solidarity campaigns 
with the exiles. The Italian DC felt a responsibility towards their fellow 
Catholics: Christian Democrats from the parties founded during and after 
the PDC’s breakdown, such as the Movimiento de Acción Popular Unitaria 
(MAPU) and the Izquierda Cristiana (IC). The Istituto per le relazioni tra 
l’Italia, i paesi dell’Africa, dell’America Latina, Medio ed Estremo Oriente 
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(IPALMO) in Rome organised seminars and workshops and made it pos-
sible for Chilean exiles to meet other Latin Americans. The DC deputy Gil-
berto Bonalumi travelled to Chile several times and worked on behalf of 
IPALMO to help the exiles. For example, the former PDC and IC leader Julio 
Silva Solar found a job there.27 In addition, the deputy and co-founder of 
the Movement of Christian Workers, Giovanni Bersani, went to Chile and 
founded the Comitato europeo per la formazione e l’agricoltura (CEFA), 
a Bologna-based non-governmental organisation (NGO) of international 
volunteers to encourage economic development in Latin America as well 
as sub-Saharan Africa and the Balkans. Sometimes, he hosted his Latin 
American counterparts in this NGO: “We used small, but concrete non-fi-
nancial ways to help the repressed and persecuted Christian Democrats”.28 

	 In West Germany in contrast, solidarity with the Chilean exiles at 
times appeared to depend on their affiliation to a particular PDC faction 
and their relations with a given group within the CDU or CSU. In addition, 
West Germany’s political situation was different from Italy’s because of 
Germany’s division and proximity to the Eastern Bloc. Christian Demo-
crats officially repudiated “the violation of human rights by the military 
dictatorship” and expressed regret for the violent overthrow of the dem-
ocratically elected and constitutional government in Chile.29 At the same 
time, many leading CDU/CSU members thought that the previous socialist 
government had been undemocratic. The CDU presidency requested that 
the Junta re-establish the Chilean constitution in its democratic tradition 
and organise the election of a democratic president.30 Carl Carstens, the 
chairman of the CDU/CSU parliamentary group in the German Bundestag, 
stated that the “fall of President Allende’s government clearly shows that 
the experiment to combine Marxism and liberal democratic foundations 
utterly failed”. Allende’s death was a “tragic symbol that the antagonisms 
between Marxism and democracy cannot be overcome”.31 Carstens, from 
the conservative wing of the CDU, was convinced that the Allende govern-
ment had been aiming for a totalitarian dictatorship. Likewise, the Bavar-
ian CSU leader Franz Josef Strauß and the CDU leader from Hesse, Alfred 
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Dregger, both staunch conservatives, also supported the dictatorship pub-
licly.32

The CDU dispatched the similarly conservative Bruno Heck and Kurt 
Vawrzik as official party envoys to Chile in mid-October to obtain first 
hand-information. Heck had been leading the KAS since 1968 and was on 
good terms with the former president Frei and with Cardinal Raúl Silva 
Henríquez. His statements after the visit provoked heated debate inside 
the CDU and in West Germany, as he joked during a press conference 
about the 3,000 prisoners in Santiago’s National Stadium: “life in a sta-
dium is quite pleasant in sunny weather” though it was surely “nasty in 
rainy weather”. Heck stated that he had meant the opposite of what he 
said, though.33 Having strongly supported the PDC under Frei’s leadership, 
the CDU and CSU overall initially sided with Frei rather than the Group of 
13 and other opponents of the military coup.

After the coup, the West German Left criticised the CDU’s and CSU’s 
hesitation in welcoming Chilean exiles. For the first time, they argued, the 
country had to help refugees from the other side of the Cold War divide. Af-
ter initially opposing the social-liberal government’s asylum programme 
for Latin American exiles, according to Felix A. Jiménez, “German Chris-
tian Democrats discovered the use of human rights talk and embraced it 
to attack the Chilean regime in the mid-1970s, something that they had 
only done before against ‘totalitarian’ states in the Communist Bloc. […] 
It is clear that Christian Democrat criticism of the Chilean military regime 
sought to help their political allies in Chile while maintaining their ability 
to criticise the Social Democratic Party’s policy of détente with East Ger-
many and other ‘real[ly] existing socialist countries’”.34 

Many PDC exiles opposed the conservative CDU and CSU leaders. As Ri-
cardo Hormazábal recalls, “Many German Christian Democrats did not un-
derstand our criticism of Pinochet. I was living in West Germany because 
that regime had forced me to go for political reasons […], but the KAS sud-
denly withdrew my grant […]. Why? Because Heck, who was leading the 
KAS, was supporting an agreement with Pinochet. And as I was represent-
ing a position against Pinochet in the PDC, they withdrew my grant. But 
[CDU party leader] Kohl supported me [together with] the [West] German 
Young Christian Democrats […]. Kohl understood perfectly that Christian 
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Democracy could not support a dictatorship”.35 In this way, the conflict 
within the CDU and CSU over attitudes to Pinochet had a generational as 
well as ideological dimension.

After his turn against Pinochet, Frei’s first contacts in Europe were in 
fact with European socialists, especially the West German Social Demo-
cratic Party and its leader Willy Brandt, possibly due to Frei’s participa-
tion in the North-South Commission (1977-80). As Olga Ulianova recalls, 
networking was a “little Cold War game”: if the KAS did not support the 
PDC sufficiently, it could go off and seek out the CDU’s opponents.36 CDU 
politicians thus came to realise that they could neither become nor remain 
a credible advocate for human rights in the Soviet Bloc if they failed to 
criticise abuses in right-wing regimes such as Chile’s. Consequently, the 
CDU began to take a more openly critical stance towards the Pinochet re-
gime from the mid-1970s onward. In so doing, they provoked the ire of 
the more conservative Bavarian CSU. CSU leaders strongly sympathised 
with Pinochet’s heavy-handed suppression of communism and his gov-
ernment’s radical neoliberal restructuring of the economy.37 They contin-
ued to reject criticism of the regime’s human rights records because they 
understood such criticism to be a product of leftist resentment and Soviet 
influence in the West. 

According to Georg Dufner, the emerging rift between the CDU and 
the CSU over Chile primarily needs to be understood as the product of 
the power struggle between Kohl and Strauß for control of the Christian 
Democrats’ policies.38 This is also reflected in attitudes to the transition in 
Spain at this time and support for centrist or right-wing groups. Accord-
ing to Wolfram Kaiser, “their competition reflected their different more 
centre-right versus more right-wing ideological orientation and their dif-
ferent preferences for priority for [European Communities]-level cooper-
ation in the [European People’s Party] versus closer cooperation with con-
servative parties”.39 As the European Union of Christian Democrats and the 
European People’s Party were not able financially to support the Spanish 
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Christian Democrats, the CDU and CSU played a key role in strengthening 
the Spanish Christian Democrats during the democratic transition. The 
CDU and its chairman Kohl aimed to create a Spanish People’s Party akin 
to the CDU, whereas Strauß and the CSU supported moderate Francoists, 
who were strongly anti-communist and gathered in the Popular Alliance 
created in 1976.40

By the mid-1970s, the CDU increasingly sought to portray itself as a 
modern party that took international human rights seriously and support-
ed the anti-Pinochet Chilean Christian Democrats. Meanwhile, the CSU 
continued to support the military regime, believing that the region need-
ed a combination of authoritarian politics with a liberal business regime. 
When the Junta outlawed the PDC in 1977, the CDU wanted to support its 
first partner in South America. The CDU’s support of the PDC was thus 
rooted in transnational networks and solidarity.41 In the 1980s, the KAS 
focused strongly on working with the PDC. The foundation at this point 
dedicated over 40% of its budget to operations abroad in Latin America. 
Chile received much of this support.42

Finally, the Chilean exiles also received financial and political support 
from international party organisations. The CDI focused on rebuilding the 
PDC and preparing an alternative to the dictatorship. When Andrés Zaldí-
var became the CDI president in November 1982, he decided that the or-
ganisation had to fight against all dictatorships, and especially against Pi-
nochet. He collaborated with the Socialist International (SI) which counted 
the Chilean Radical Party among its members.43 In the early 1980s, the 
common call of the three Internationals – Socialist, Christian Democrat 
and Liberal – was “to obtain a consensus that would allow Latin America 
to recover democracy and ensure that human rights were respected”.44 To-
gether with the CDI, the SI supported the pacification process in Central 
America and the transition to democracy in Argentina, Brazil and Guate-
mala in the period from 1983 to 1985. 
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Impact of exile on the Christian Democrats’ political 
ideas and relationships

The Chilean exile differed from other Latin American exiles due to its in-
tense political activity and agitation against the Pinochet regime.45 Exile 
in democratic countries dominated politically by socialists and/or Chris-
tian Democrats, as well as the experience of being on the receiving end 
of international solidarity, made it easier for PDC exiles to overcome the 
trauma of the UP experience for some and of the military coup for all. The 
convergence and cooperation between Chilean socialists and Christian 
Democrats first began in Europe, then in Latin and North American coun-
tries, before finally reaching Chile. It took place thanks to the work of or-
ganisations like the Chile América review, the Institute for the New Chile 
(INC) and the CDI. Despite the initial antagonism between the Christian 
Democrats abroad and the PDC in Chile, the exiles fostered the vision of 
collaboration between Christian Democrats and socialists working for the 
re-democratisation of Chile. 

In fact, one inter-party organisation, Chile Democrático, was founded 
in Rome as early as the first month after the coup, in an early sign of co-
operation between the UP parties and the chascón group. Its more general 
humanitarian aim was to fight for the protection of human rights in Chile 
by putting diplomatic pressure on the dictatorship and lobbying the Unit-
ed Nations Human Rights Commission and other human rights organisa-
tions. It founded the Chile América review in Rome in 1974: the Christian 
Democrats Esteban Tomic and Bernardo Leighton – as well as Julio Silva 
Solar (IC), José Antonio Viera-Gallo (MAPU), Eugenio Llona (MAPU) and 
the journalist and former communist Fernando Murillo – decided to cre-
ate this broad-based publication produced by Chilean exiles. They then 
founded a documentation centre to edit the review. As Solar recalled the 
founders’ motivations, “We wanted to reverse [...] the serious belligerence 
that had occurred between Christian Democracy and the UP, which had 
facilitated the path to the military coup”.46

This review’s launching and the ensuing collaboration with former UP 
members caused a crisis between Leighton and Tomic and the PDC leader-
ship in Chile. The PDC vice-president, Andrés Zaldívar, sent a resoundingly 
anti-communist letter to Esteban Tomic, who was almost ejected from his 
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party but was supported by his father, the 1970 PDC presidential candi-
date, and by Leighton. When the review was founded, Gilberto Bonalumi 
promised a subsidy of 500,000 Italian lire. Franco Giornelli, Bonalumi’s 
secretary, helped the Chilean exiles with typesetting, and the review was 
printed by the Leberit Company. The first edition was “a leap into the un-
known” for Tomic, because it was produced without any prior funding 
guarantees.47 From then until December 1983 the review’s publication 
was guaranteed thanks to subscriptions and help from universities and 
organisations from 66 countries. For a brief period, some articles were 
also published in French and Italian. From the very beginning, most of the 
articles dealt with the subject of human rights, discussing and denouncing 
specific abuses of human rights by the Pinochet regime, and compiling a 
detailed list of victims.

Chilean Christian Democrats in political exile later met with leftist 
leaders abroad to develop a credible alternative to the military dictator-
ship. Thus, in Venezuela, where the so-called Caracas Group resided, the 
Friedrich Ebert Foundation close to the West German Social Democrat-
ic Party organised the International Seminar about Models and Alterna-
tives of Democratic Development in Latin America. Taking place at the 
Alta Baviera Hotel of Colonia Tovar, some 70 kilometres from Caracas, this 
event lasted from 8 July to 10 July 1975, gathering Chilean Radicals, Social-
ists and Christian Democrats of different political orientation including 
Bernardo Leighton, Renán Fuentealba, Esteban Tomic and Gabriel Valdés, 
who attended in a private capacity, without consulting their party’s execu-
tive. They established a consensus on opposition forces to follow common 
aims, specifically “to fight for the overthrow of the dictatorship and the 
re-establishment of a free political regime”48 and to plan a government 
in Chile that would aim to “build a new socialist, democratic and plural-
ist society, with full workers’ participation in power”.49 As some members 
were still supporting collaboration with the dictatorship, the PDC official-
ly opposed Fuentealba’s initiative. Andrés Zaldívar reckoned that Fuen- 
tealba and other advocates of cooperation with the socialists and radicals 
“violated party discipline”50 and openly opposed the position adopted by 
the party, which had categorically rejected the possibility of a front with 
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Marxist-Leninist parties.51 However, to Radomiro Tomic, the former PDC 
presidential candidate, the meeting had the great advantage of contradict-
ing the Junta’s narrative. According to Tomic, participation in the meeting 
of the Chilean Communist Party (PC) was “essential”, as communists such 
as Gladys Marín and Volodia Teitelboim supported constructive talks with 
Fuentealba.52 

Subsequently, Christian Democrats from the Group of 13 – especial-
ly Tomic, Valdés and Leighton – met in Fiano Romano, near Rome. Their 
purpose was to discuss the PDC’s evolution in Chile and how to unite the 
people of Chile in the fight against the dictatorship. Then, from 13 to 17 
December 1978, the Christian Democrats Tomic, Tomás Reyes (then PDC 
president), Edgardo Riveros, Ricardo Hormazábal, Claudio Huepe and 
Otto Boye participated in another meeting with socialists at the Institute 
for Social Studies in The Hague in the Netherlands. The discussions dealt 
especially with the dictatorship’s social and economic policy. As Boye has 
recalled, “the atmosphere of dialogue between the former UP leaders and 
the Christian Democrats who were present over there was friendly, frank 
and focused on the future”.53 

Cross-party cooperation with other exiles also played out on other 
platforms. Thus, founded in Rotterdam in 1977 by the former socialist 
minister Orlando Letelier, the Institute for the New Chile (INC) was led by 
the socialist Jorge Arrate, with the participation of Otto Boye, a Christian 
Democrat working with Leighton. Fuentealba was part of the INC’s Chilean 
Committee. Dutch Prime Minister Joop den Uyl and his government had 
rejected the coup straightaway and implemented political and economic 
measures against the military dictatorship.54 The Dutch socialist-led and 
subsequently, beginning in 1977, Christian Democrat-led governments 
supported the Institute. The Dutch parliament allocated funds for the In-
stitute’s creation. The Dutch managed its finances, and the Institute also 
received help from the socialist-led Rotterdam local government to rent 
small premises. The INC organised workshops and published a magazine, 
Plural, as well as research results in English and Spanish. Its research ac-
tivities focused, among other areas, on legal, institutional and socio-eco-
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nomic issues, national security, international relations and Christian so-
cial movements.

The institute’s eight International Summer Schools were its most im-
portant activities from 1981: to Jorge Arrate, their aims were to “re-live 
the spirit of freedom which was characteristic of Chilean universities 
when they used to work under democratic conditions”, and to allow the 
Chilean and Latin American exile to “systematise scientific knowledge, 
cultural approaches and work experiences and studies acquired in con-
tact with European societies”.55 Three of these Summer Schools took place 
in Rotterdam, four in Mendoza in Argentina and the last one in Santiago, 
during Patricio Aylwin’s presidential campaign in September 1989. This 
summer school was inaugurated by Monsignor Raúl Silva Henríquez and 
closed by Aylwin, the candidate of the opposition to Pinochet, the Coali-
tion of Parties for Democracy.

These meetings demonstrated the connection between the interna-
tional level, exile and the national level. They gathered approximately 400 
people in Rotterdam and 700 in Mendoza, of whom 600 were from Chile 
and roughly 100 exiles. The activities lasted one week. The institute re-
ceived funding for the summer schools, which lasted five days, from some 
thirty European, Latin American and American foundations, with each 
summer school costing between 150,000 and 200,000 US dollars. The 
events helped the exiles to break out of their usual loneliness and to con-
nect and network with nationals living in Chile. Topics under discussion 
included inter alia the contribution of Christians to moderate politics or 
whether they could participate in socialist party politics while remaining 
loyal to the PDC.56 In this way, the summer schools served as platforms 
for the political transfer of ideas and practices from a European context 
to Latin American and Chilean exiles, and into Chile during and after the 
transition, with a focus on democracy.57 The INC thus constituted a centre 
of Chilean socialist reinvention in Europe in a broad sense of the word, and 
of the democratic opposition’s organisation in their fight against Pinochet. 
In that sense, Otto Boye qualified the role of the institute as one of the 
“Concertation’s outside roots”.58 

In the Southern Cone, the Chilean exile was one among many during the 
Cold War. The military dictatorships and their repression in Brazil (1964-
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85), Uruguay (1973-85) and Argentina (1976-83) triggered waves of exile 
either to other Latin American countries or to European countries. Stud-
ies on South American exiles tend to adopt a national or a comparative 
approach in terms of how to think about countries of origin and how to 
understand host countries where the exiles spent their years abroad. The 
exile had several stages: those who emigrated to neighbouring countries 
left Chile, Argentina and Uruguay when those were under military rule, 
too. As they struggled to adapt to the society and the climate, Argentinians 
in Israel and Brazilians in Sweden moved to a second host country.59 Exiles 
tended to reside in national or Latin American clusters, which perhaps 
amplified the discrimination they suffered. Studies with a sociological or 
anthropological focus often underscore how exile impacted families, cou-
ples, individuals and friendships.60 

With respect to Brazil, the emphasis has typically been on individual 
Brazilian exiles than on the phenomenon of exile as a whole. Indeed, De-
nise Rollemberg has characterised two exile waves, the “1964 generation” 
and the “1968 generation”, according to the different stages of repression 
and distension during this long dictatorship. First, Reformist activists 
who supported the former president, João Goulart, emigrated to Uruguay, 
Chile, Mexico, Bolivia, France and Algeria. They planned to return soon to 
their home country. Then, the second wave was revolutionary, mostly con-
nected to the student movement.61 Whereas Argentinian exiles chose host 
countries such as Italy in part because of the migration history, their Chil-
ean counterparts moved to countries dictated by political considerations. 
Argentinians struggled with integration: Peronism did not have an equiv-
alent in Europe. On the contrary, Chile and Uruguay had a well-established 
political system, and their reality was easy to understand in Europe.62 In 
general, exiles had a lower social status in their host countries. However, 
some Argentinians arriving in Mexico managed to reach important posi-
tions in universities, journalism, public administration and liberal profes-
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sions.63 In Brazil, Argentinian exiles helped to modernise the psychoana-
lytic traditions in Rio de Janeiro.64

Conclusions

Depending on their initial reaction to the military coup and the evolution 
of their attitudes to the Pinochet regime, Christian Democrats from Chile 
went into exile between 1973 and the early 1980s. During this time, the 
Christian Democratic networks were strong and could frequently rely on 
contacts from before 1973. The Chilean Christian Democrats essentially 
chose their host countries for links with local political parties and individ-
ual Christian Democrats. They settled in Venezuela, Mexico and Costa Rica 
within Latin America; in Western Europe, especially in West Germany and 
Italy; and in the United States. Crucially, they also received support from 
European socialist parties and organisations. Despite the heated contro-
versies within the PDC and among Christian Democrats in exile, this ex-
perience abroad helped to bring together Chilean Christian Democrats 
and socialists. Their exile created new networks, and it increased the trust 
between the Christian Democrats and members of the former UP parties. 

While Chilean Christian Democrats in exile assimilated and exper-
imented with ideas and ideological positions of Christian Democrats in 
their host countries and transnationally, their exile had less impact on the 
PDC back in Chile than the exile of Chilean socialists had on the ideological 
renewal of the Chilean Socialist Party (PS) and its conversion to a non-rev-
olutionary programme of European social democracy. Moreover, for most 
leading Christian Democrats, exile ended their political careers, at least at 
the national level. Thus, Leighton upon his return to Chile did not re-en-
gage in national politics, and Fuentealba chose to have a regional political 
career instead of re-entering national politics. 

Although the impact of exile on the PDC in Chile was less marked than 
in the case of the PS, the Chilean Christian Democrats abroad pointed the 
way towards overcoming the political conflict that had led to the military 
coup in the first place. Moreover, their exile also led to new international 
connections, networks and forms of collaboration that shaped the post-Pi-
nochet period, deserving of greater attention in future research. 





LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

ACDP	 Archiv für Christliche Demokratische Politik
ACEN	 Assembly of Captive European Nations 
AECE	 Association for European Cooperation 
AFSC	 American Friends Service Committee 
ALS	 Archivio Luigi Sturzo 
ASILS	 Archivio Storico Istituto Luigi Sturzo
AVASC	 Agrupación Vasca de Acción Social Cristiana
BSC	 British Security Coordination
BU KUL	 Biblioteka Uniwersytecka Katolickiego Uniwersytetu Lubelskiego
CDI	 Christian Democrat International 
CDTSS	 Christian Democratic Team of the Spanish State 
CDU	 Catalan Democratic Union
CDU	 Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands
CDU/CSU	 Christian Democratic Union
CDUCE	 Christian Democratic Union of Central Europe
CEDA	 Confederación Española de Derechas Autónomas
CEDI	 European Centre for Documentation and Information 
CEFA	 Comitato europeo per la formazione e l’agricoltura 
CEJ	 Campagne Européenne de la Jeunesse
CFE	 College of Free Europe
CISC	 International Confederation of Christian Syndicates
COPEI 	 Comité de Organización Política Electoral Independiente 
CSOM	 Zjednoczenie Chrześcijańsko-Społecznych Organizacji Młodzieżowych (Polish Christian  
	 Social Youth Federation)
CSRM 	 Christian Social Youth Movement
CSU	 Christlich-Soziale Union in Bayern
DC	 Democrazia Cristiana
DNP	 Democratic People’s Party 
DP	 Displaced persons 
DSC	 Democracia Social Cristiana
ECSC	 European Coal and Steel Community
EEC	 European Economic Community 
EM	 European Movement
EMSZO	 Egyházköségi Munkásszakosztályok
EPP	 European People’s Party
ETA	 Euskadi ta Askatasuna
EUCD	 European Union of Christian Democrats 
FEC	 Free Europe Committee
FEER	 Free Europe Exile Relations 
FIDESZ	 Hungarian Civic Alliance
FLF	 Fellows of the Lithuanian Front 
HNC	 Hungarian National Council 
IC	 Chile Izquierda Cristiana 
ICDU	 International Christian Democratic Union 
ICHEH	 Instituto Chileno de Estudios Humanísticos
IDC	 Izquierda Demócratica Cristiana 
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IFCTU	 International Federation of Christian Trade Unions
IIS	 Institute für Internationale Solidarität
INC	 Instituto para el Nuevo Chile
IPALMO	 Istituto per le relazioni tra l’Italia, i paesi dell’Africa, dell’America Latina, Medio ed  
	 Estremo Oriente
IUYCD	 International Union of Young Christian Democrats
JEF	 Jeunesse Européenne Fédéraliste 
JEL	 Jeunesse Européenne Libérale
KALOT 	 Katolikus Agrárifjúsági Legényegyesületek
KAS	 Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung
KDNP	 Kereszténydemokrata Néppárt
LAF	 Lithuanian Activist Front 
LCAS	 Lithuanian Catholic Academy of Science 
LCDP	 Lithuanian Christian Democratic Party
LCDU	 Lithuanian Christian Democratic Union
LF	 Lithuanian Front 
LIAV	 International League of Friends of the Basques
MAPU	 Chile Movimiento de Acción Popular Unitaria
MDF	 Magyar Democratic Forum 
MHBK	 Magyar Harcsosok Bajtarsi Köszössége
MKCSBK	 Magyar Királyi Csendőr Bajtársi Köszösség
MRP	 Mouvement Républicain Populaire
MSZP	 Magyar Szabadság Párt
NCFE	 National Committee for a Free Europe 
NCRLC	 National Catholic Rural Life Conference
NCWC	 National Catholic Welfare Conference
NEI	 Nouvelles Équipes Internationales 
NGO	 Non-governmental organisation
NLL	 National Library of Lithuania 
NWT	 National Worker’s Confederation 
OSS	 US Office of Strategic Services 
P & F	 People and Freedom group
PC	 Chilean Communist Party 
PCCh	 Partido Comunista de Chile
PCI	 Partito Comunista Italiano 
PDC	 Partido Demócrata Cristiano
PIASA 	 Polish Institute of Arts and Sciences of America
PNKD	 Polski Narodowy Komitet Demokratyczny
PNV	 Basque Nationalist Party
PP	 Spanish Partido Popular 
PPI	 Partito Popolare Italiano 
PS	 Partido Socialista de Chile
PSOE	 Partido Socialista Obrero Español
RCS	 Ruch Chrześcijańsko Społeczny
RIEV	 Revista internacional de estudios vascos
SCLL	 Supreme Committee for the Liberation of Lithuania 
SÉCAL	 Société d’études et de coopération artisanale Lorraine
SFCEM	 Spanish Federal Council of the European Movement 
SHAEF	 Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Forces
SI	 Socialist International 
SIPDIC	 Secrétariat International des Partis Démocrates d’Inspiration Chrétienne
SP	 Stronnictwo Pracy
SPD	 Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands
UD	 Democratic Union 
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UDC	 Christian Democratic Union 
UDC	 Unió Democràtica de Catalunya
UDC	 Union of the Democratic Centre 
UDF	 Union of Democratic Forces
UE	 Spanish Union
UFI	 Union Fédéraliste Interuniversitaire 
UNRRA	 United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration
UN	 United Nations
UP	 Unidad Popular
US	 United States
VLIK	 Vyriausiasis Lietuvos Išlaisvinimo Komitetas
WCL	 World Community of Lithuanians
WUCD	 World Union of Christian Democrats 
YEPP	 Youth of the European People’s Party
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