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Liberalism is a sin—this provocative assertion by Félix Sarda y Salvany has sparked considerable debate
among scholars, theologians, and political thinkers. Born in the late 19th century, Sarda y Salvany was a
Spanish priest and a prominent critic of liberalism, particularly in the context of Catholic doctrine. His
seminal work, "El Liberalismo es Pecado" (Liberalism is a Sin), published in 1890, served as a clarion call for
Catholics to reassess the implications of liberal thought on their faith and society at large. This article aims to
explore the foundations of Sarda y Salvany’s arguments, the historical context of his work, and the

implications of his ideas on contemporary society.

Understanding Sarda y Salvany's Context

To understand why liberalism is a sin in the eyes of Sarda y Salvany, it is essential to analyze the socio-

political landscape of 19th-century Europe, particularly Spain.

The Rise of Liberalism

1. Historical Background:

- The 19th century was marked by the rise of liberalism, which emphasized individual rights, freedom of
thought, and secular governance.

- Revolutions, such as the French Revolution of 1789, challenged the established order, leading to the

decline of monarchies and the Church's influence.

2. Philosophical Underpinnings:

- Liberalism was rooted in Enlightenment ideas, promoting reason and empirical evidence over faith and
tradition.

- Philosophers like John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau championed the rights of individuals, laying the

groundwork for modern democratic states.

3. Catholic Response:

- In response to the growing liberal ideology, the Catholic Church sought to reaffirm its doctrines and resist
secularization.

- The First Vatican Council (1869-1870) underscored the Church's authority and its opposition to liberal
thought.



Sarda y Salvany's Critique of Liberalism

Sarda y Salvany articulated a robust critique of liberalism, framing it as a moral and spiritual threat to

society and the Church.

1. Moral Relativism:

- According to Sarda y Salvany, liberalism promotes moral relativism, undermining absolute truths rooted
in divine revelation.

- This relativism leads individuals away from the teachings of the Church and towards a self-centered

worldview.

2. Separation of Church and State:
- Sardd y Salvany argued that liberalism's push for the separation of Church and State effectively
marginalizes religious influence in public life.

- He believed that this separation leads to a deterioration of moral values and societal cohesion.

3. Individualism vs. Community:

- The liberal emphasis on individual rights often comes at the expense of community and social
responsibility.

- Sardéa y Salvany posited that a focus on individualism fosters selfishness and alienation rather than a spirit

of solidarity.

The Theological Basis for "Liberalism is a Sin"

Sarda y Salvany grounded his arguments in Catholic theology, emphasizing the importance of faith in

shaping moral and ethical behavior.

Divine Law vs. Human Law

1. Transcendent Moral Order:

- Sarda y Salvany believed that divine law, as revealed through Scripture and Tradition, is superior to
human-made laws.

- He argued that liberalism, by prioritizing human reason over divine revelation, leads to laws that

contradict God's will.

2. Sinfulness of Disobedience:
- For Sarda y Salvany, failing to acknowledge God’s authority in societal governance constitutes a grave sin.
- He maintained that liberalism encourages disobedience to divine commands, leading individuals away

from salvation.



The Role of the Church

1. Guardianship of Morality:

- Sarda y Salvany viewed the Church as the guardian of moral truth, tasked with guiding the faithful
against the encroachments of liberalism.

- He argued that the Church must actively defend its teachings and intervene in societal matters to

preserve moral order.

2. Unity of Faith and Reason:
- Contrary to the liberal notion of a conflict between faith and reason, Sard4 y Salvany posited that true
reason leads one to embrace faith.

- He believed that the pursuit of truth cannot be divorced from a relationship with God.

The Impact of "El Liberalismo es Pecado"

Sarda y Salvany's work had significant repercussions within the Catholic Church and broader society.

Responses from the Catholic Church

1. Support from Conservative Circles:

- Many conservative Catholics embraced Sarda y Salvany's critique, seeing it as a necessary defense against
the liberal tide.

- His work contributed to the rise of integralist movements that sought to restore the Church's influence in

public life.

2. Opposition to Modernism:

- Sarda y Salvany’s ideas foreshadowed the Church's later struggles with modernism, particularly in the
early 20th century.

- His emphasis on orthodoxy and traditional teachings resonated with subsequent papal encyclicals that

condemned modernist thought.

Influence on Contemporary Thought

1. Continued Relevance:
- The themes articulated by Sarda y Salvany continue to resonate in contemporary debates surrounding
secularism, moral relativism, and the role of religion in public life.

- His assertion that liberalism is a sin remains a point of contention among contemporary theologians and



political thinkers.

2. Cultural Critique:

- Sardéa y Salvany's critique can be seen in the context of today’s cultural wars, where issues of morality,
identity, and authority are hotly contested.

- Many conservative voices within the Church invoke his arguments to challenge prevailing liberal

ideologies in modern society.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Sarda y Salvany

Félix Sarda y Salvany’s proclamation that liberalism is a sin invites a critical examination of the interplay
between faith and politics. His arguments highlight the tensions between individual rights and communal
responsibilities, divine law and human governance, as well as faith and reason. As societies continue to
grapple with the implications of liberal thought, Sardd y Salvany’s work remains a vital reference point for

those advocating for a return to traditional values and the Church's rightful place in public life.

In a world increasingly characterized by moral ambiguity and secularism, the challenge posed by Sarda y
Salvany resonates more than ever. His call for a reassertion of Catholic identity and moral clarity serves as a
reminder of the enduring conflict between liberal ideologies and the tenets of faith. Whether viewed as a
sin or a legitimate expression of human rights, the dialogue surrounding liberalism continues to shape the
landscape of contemporary society, reflecting the complexities of belief, governance, and the human

condition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Felix Sarda y Salvany's 'Liberalism is a Sin'?

Felix Sarda y Salvany argues that liberalism, as a political and social philosophy, fundamentally opposes

Catholic teachings and moral principles, viewing it as a sin against divine order.

How does Sarda y Salvany define liberalism in his work?

Sarda y Salvany defines liberalism as a belief system that promotes individual freedom and autonomy over

traditional moral and religious values, which he believes leads to societal decay.

‘What historical context influenced Sarda y Salvany's views on liberalism?

Sarda y Salvany's views were shaped by the political turbulence of the 19th century, including the rise of

secularism, the French Revolution, and the challenges posed to the Catholic Church by modernity.



What are some key criticisms Sarda y Salvany makes against liberalism?

He criticizes liberalism for promoting relativism, undermining authority, and encouraging moral confusion,

which he believes erodes the foundations of a just society.

In what ways does Sarda y Salvany connect liberalism to moral

relativism?

Sarda y Salvany argues that liberalism's emphasis on personal freedom leads to moral relativism, where

truth and morality are seen as subjective rather than absolute, contrary to Catholic doctrine.

How does Sarda y Salvany's work reflect the Catholic Church's stance
during his time?

His work reflects the Catholic Church's response to modernity, affirming traditional values and opposing

liberal ideologies that challenge the Church's authority and teachings.

‘What impact did 'Liberalism is a Sin' have on Catholic thought?

The book influenced conservative Catholic thought, reinforcing opposition to liberal ideologies and

encouraging a return to traditionalism within the Church.

How do contemporary scholars view Sarda y Salvany's arguments?

Contemporary scholars often critique Sarda y Salvany's arguments as overly simplistic, while others

appreciate his defense of traditional Catholicism against modern liberalism.

‘What role does authority play in Sarda y Salvany's critique of liberalism?

Sarda y Salvany emphasizes the importance of authority, particularly that of the Church, as essential for

maintaining moral order, which he believes liberalism undermines.

Are there modern parallels to Sarda y Salvany's critiques of liberalism?

Yes, many modern conservative thinkers echo Sarda y Salvany's concerns about the effects of liberalism on

societal values, emphasizing a resurgence of interest in traditional moral frameworks.
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