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an unwritten constitution for the American people, of which the 
written constitution was a perfect expression.144 Between this con
stitution (whether written or unwritten) and democracy as popularly 
conceived there was an unbridgeable chasm. The chasm marked the 
difference between a political system which affirmed the sovereignty 
of the people without limit or hindrance and a system which ac
knowledged that the people—sovereign, indeed, in the political order 
and under no higher human authority—were subject both individ
ually and collectively to the natural law of God. 

The moment one talks of constitutions, said Brownson, one is out 
of the purely democratic order, as much as one is out of pure absolute 

to characterize the American system: "Limited elective aristocracy" (X, 1 [1845]); "Ameri
can democracy" (as against European democracy) (XII, 9 [1856]); "Constitutional 
Democracy" (XVII, 484 [1864]); "Territorial Democracy" (XVHI, 178 [1865]). The 
terms designate the same reality. They do, however, involve various nuances and emphases, 
corresponding to certain changes of attitude Brownson experienced in relation to the 
events of the day. They all signify a system opposed to totalitarian democracy. Through
out his "liberal period," we repeat, Brownson was denouncing this type of democracy. 
Note the following: "The great danger to liberty in our country, it cannot be too often 
repeated, is from the tendency to assert the absolute supremacy of the state, and in not 
recognizing the fact, that no will or ordinance of the people in convention assembled, 
and ratified by a popular vote, is or can be law, or be rightly treated as law by the courts, 
if it contravenes the law of justice" (XI, 390 [1858]). "With us democracy may become 
as absolute as Roman caesarism, and majorities may play the tyrant without any ef
fective restraint" (XVI, 564 [1859]). Cf. also op. cit., pp. 572, 580 [1859]). This same year 
(1859) he declared that the two principal enemies of Catholicity were "European despotism 
and European Jacobinism" (op. cit.t p. 594). Additional texts on "democracy": XVII, 103 
(1860), 139 (1861), 281-85 (1862); "God save us from the theories of European demo
crats, radicals, and revolutionists!" (op. cit., p. 562 [1864]; cf. 572, 577, 579 [1864]). 
Brownson's concern at this time with the threats to both religion and liberty emanating 
from imperial dictatorships such as that of Napoleon III of France, and his warnings 
that Catholics were making a fatal mistake in supporting such men (he was almost alone 
in the Catholic world in refusing to hail Napoleon III as the bulwark of Catholicity), 
constitute a field of inquiry beyond the limits of this article. 

144 On Brownson's notion of the American constitution, cf. the illuminating article 
by Joseph P. Donovan, CM., "Brownson, the Philosophical Expounder of the Consti
tution," Proceedings of the Seventh Annual Meeting, American Catholic Philosophical 
Association, 1931, p. 148 ff. Cf. also Thomas I. Cook and Arnaud Β. Leavelle, "Orestes 
A. Brownson's 'The American Republic,' " Review of Politics, IV (1942), 77 ff., 173 ff. 
The unpublished doctoral dissertation of Paul Robert Conroy, Orestes A. Brownson: 
American Political Philosopher (St. Louis University, 1937), is critical of Brownson's 
thesis that sovereignty always inhered in the people of the states as united. This was 
Brownson's final view as to the repository of sovereignty, and was a departure from his 
initial position that sovereignty inhered in the states severally. The matter is too tan
gential for discussion here. 
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monarchy when constitutional restrictions are imposed on the power 
of the monarch.145 It was the peculiarity of the American constitution, 
moreover, to specify that there were natural rights which the state 
was obligated to protect against any attempted infringement.146 

The moral power of majorities was restricted by the inalienable rights 
of individuals—by the rights of man which are basically the rights of 
God. 

The written constitution had been avowedly designed to repress the 
spirit of "wild and lawless democracy."147 The government was "in
tended by the fathers, Washington, Adams, Hancock, Rutledge, even 
Jefferson, to be a constitutional republic, not a democratic republic."148 

The reports of James Madison on the debates in the convention of 
1787 fully established that the purpose of this convention was to 
secure more effective checks upon the democratic tendency.149 The 
constitution was meant "to be a contrivance for collecting the popular 
reason separated from popular passion, and enabling that which is 
not corrupt in the people to govern without subjection to that which 
is corrupt."150 

148 Works, XVII, 579 (1864). 146 Cf. supra, p. 197 147 Works, XVI, 90 (1849). 
148 Op. cit., XVIII, 251 (1874). He adds that "even Jeffersonian republicans, in our 

boyhood, repelled as a gross calumny the charge of being democrats, made against them 
by the old Federalists, and up to the second election of Andrew Jackson, no party in 
the country was or would consent to be called the democratic party" (ibid.). His sympa
thies were much more with the party of Washington than with that of Jefferson: "General 
Washington, the father of his country, and at least one of the soundest heads and purest 
patriots the country has ever produced, apprehended from the first that too much liberty 
was allowed to democracy; and so did Adams, Hamilton, and all the distinguished men 
of the old Federal party,—men who, though decried by Mr. Jefferson and the French 
Jacobins, were the great men of their times, and whose practical political views contrast 
favorably with the brilliant and fanciful theories of their opponents" (XVI, 100 [1849]). 
"The Federalist placed the sovereignty in the people regulated and restrained by law; 
the Republicans placed it in the people without law; and therefore made the government 
a government of mere human will, which is the very essence of despotism" (op. cit., p. 
359 [1852]). Following the lead of Alexander Hamilton, however, the Federalists had 
made one serious mistake: "The grand error of the Federalists was not in seeking to 
restrain the democratic excesses, for that is what every party in favor of liberty should 
seek, but in seeking the necessary restraints in the business classes and moneyed interests 
of the country, instead of seeking them in a powerful and permanent class of landed 
proprietors;—not indeed because landholders are wiser or more honest than business 
men, but because they are more independent in their position, and their interests are 
less fluctuating, subject to fewer sudden changes, and more permanent" (op. cit., pp. 
363-64 [1852]). 

149 Works, XVI, 99-100 (1849). 1W Op. cit., p. 90 (1849). 
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According to this constitution, the people are sovereign. But in 
what sense was "people" to be understood? Brownson answered that 
sovereignty pertained to the people as politically or organically con
stituted, not to the people as a population or as an undifferentiated 
mass.161 The people, moreover, are sovereign only within the limits of 
the constitution. "We admit that the people, that is, the people or
ganized as the republic or commonwealth, are for us the political 
sovereign, and that their will is to be obeyed, when it is not incom
patible with the supreme law of God, who is above all peoples and 
states, 'King of kings and Lord of lords;' but it is the will of the 
people in convention, expressed through the constitution."152 The 

161 " . . . it is almost impossible to make the mass of our citizens perceive any clear and 
intelligible distinction between the people as a political organism, and the people outside 
or independent of that 0Γganism,, (Works, XV, 332 [1843]). The distinction arises from 
Brownson's view of the nature and origin of civil society or the state. The state (here 
understood as distinct from government) is not a voluntary aggregation of individuals but 
a living organism fashioned providentially (it was analogous, in the natural order, to the 
Mystical Body, the Church); cf. XVII, 501 (1864). In developing this notion he was 
influenced initially by Plato (XV, 372 [1843]) and later by Pierre Leroux' doctrine of 
communion (X, 547-48 [1855]; V, 131 ff. [1857]). Lawrence Roemer's Brownson on De
mocracy and tL· Trend toward Socialism (New York: Philosophical Library, 1953) em
bodies some useful ideas on the subject (cf. pp. 65-81). Roemer's book, however, cannot 
be recommended unreservedly. The criticism of it by Stanley Parry, C.S.C., is well founded; 
cf. Review of Politics, XVI (Jan., 1954), 124-26. 

1 M Works, XVIII, 250 (1874). This was one of the central themes of his articles on 
TL· Origin and Ground of Government (XV, 296-404 [1843]). Brownson regarded as extra-
constitutional, and as expressive of the "democratic principle," press campaigns, etc., 
to force legislators to vote in the manner that the real or alleged popular will of the mo
ment demanded (XVIII, 246 [1874]). He believed that what passed for popular opinion 
on these occasions "is not the opinion even of the people, nine-tenths of whom are in
capable of forming an opinion for themselves, but the opinion of the journals, demagogues, 
and unscrupulous politicians. The process of manufacturing public opinion is very simple, 
and well understood, and no sensible man has the least respect for it. It is purely an 
artificial thing, made to order" (op. cit., p. 247 [1874]). The American system of govern
ment was founded on a different principle: "Within the limits of the constitution, the 
representative is remitted by the people themselves to his own discretion and honest 
judgment of what is or is not for the public good. In making up his judgment as to the 
measures he will propose, the policy he will adopt, or line of conduct he will pursue, he is 
free to consult the state of public opinion and the interests and wishes of his constituents, 
and if a wise and prudent statesman, he will do so, but not as to the law he is to obey 
or execute. Nothing can relieve him from the responsibility of forming his own judgment 
and of following it unflinchingly, whatever may be the popular clamor" (op. cit., p. 250 
[1874]; cf. XV, 334 [1843]; X, 1 [1845]). The authentic American idea demanded that 
the pars sanior of the people govern in public life. He endorsed Jefferson's view of a "natural 
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contrary doctrine, that the wül of the people was as authoritative 
outside of the constitution as in it, corresponded to the tendency of 
the age to regard humanity as superior to all laws and constitutions.163 

Brownson experienced alternate moods of optimism and pessimism 
regarding the degree to which the American people were succumbing 
to the "democratic principle." His writings of the 1840's betray his 
misgivings at the course events were taking: the political heresy he 
had been fighting seemed to have universally triumphed. He found 
"Philanthropists, radicals, advocates of equality, political or social, 
business men, friends of monopoly wishing to make the government a 
mere instrument in their hands for promoting their own private 
interests,—all appeal exclusively to democracy, and seek to sweep 
away every barrier erected by the wisdom of our fathers against 
popular caprice or popular passion."164 

His ever-active mind was influenced by many factors, during the 
next two decades, to revise his judgment about the inroads of "de
mocracy" on the American scene. Probably the most significant factor 
was the Civil War. With all the power of his pen he had defended the 
cause of the Union in the conflict, his intense patriotic sentiments 
aroused to the fullest degree. And he was in admiration of the manner 
in which the people of the North, with some exceptions, had responded 
to the challenge of the Rebellion. 

We own, and are glad to own, that the war has corrected many of our own 
prejudices, and relieved many of our fears; it has given us full confidence in the 
strength and durability of our institutions. I t has, also, corrected many errors the 
popular mind had imbibed, and exploded more than one popular fallacy. I t has 
proved the necessity of upholding the legitimate authority of government, and 
therefore refuted the notion that government is a mere agency, with no power, in 

aristocracy," though he preferred to call this group the "natural leaders of the people." 
"Democracy," however, "deprives these natural leaders of their legitimate position and 
influence, and gives the lead to the pars insanior" (XVIII, 529 [1873]). It is a levelling 
influence, but "it levels downwards, and not upwards" (XV, 299 [1843]). On the role of 
the élite in society, cf. the article, Liberal Studies (XIX, 431-46 [1853]); also, XV, 400-
403 (1843). 

1δ* Works, XVIII, 250 (1874). 
154 Works, XVI, 91 (1849). The article, Catholicity Necessary to Sustain Popular Liberty 

(Works, X, 1-16 [1845]), was written on the assumption that the nation had abandoned 
its constitutional form, and had become almost completely democratic. Brownson was 
disposed to bow to the inevitable, and sought to find a basis by which the worst excesses 
of the "democratic principle" could be avoided. 
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case of need, to coerce obedience. It has proved that in the freest states loyalty and 
obedience to law are as necessary and as indispensable as in monarchical states. 
It has refuted the popular theories of revolutionists so rife in our times, and proved 
the necessity of conservative principles, and respect for established authority. 
Happily the war came in season to arrest our wild radicalism, before the heart of 
our people had become wholly corrupt, and before they had become as base as the 
theories of their demagogues.156 

Brownson's American Republic, which appeared some months after 
the termination of the war, embodied the same spirit of optimism and 
confidence. The authentic idea of the American state—which Brown
son in this work termed "territorial democracy"—had triumphed over 
the exaggerated "personal democracy" represented by the South.156 

The South had stressed individual rights—confined, of course, to the 
slave-holding class—at the expense of the rights of society.167 This 
threat, however, had been met successfully. At the same time, he 
warned against the growing strength of an opposite tendency in the 
North, sentimental humanitarianism. This movement would dis
regard the rights of individuals for the sake of a quasi-divine "hu
manity." If the movement were left unchecked, "it would found in 
the name of humanity a complete social despotism, which, proving 
impracticable from its very generality, would break up in anarchy, in 
which might makes right, as in the slaveholder's democracy."158 

The principle of "territorial democracy," which preserved the ele
ments of truth in both extremes while eschewing the errors, had been 
sustained, nevertheless, after a great struggle. Brownson, at this time, 
took a reassuring view of the prospects for his country. 

The developments during the next ten years (1865-75) in social 
and political life completely dissipated his sanguine outlook. As the 
decade advanced, his misgivings of an earlier period about the inroads 
of "democracy" were revived and intensified.169 "Radicals" and "fa
natics" had imposed a harsh and stupid policy for the reconstruction 
of the southern states, and the healthy influence that this region might 
have exercised, as against the monopolists and the humanitarians of 

"» Works, XVII, 280 (1862). 15β Works, XVIII, 179 (1865). 
167 Op. cit., p. 180 (1865). 1M Op. cit., p. 181 (1865). 
169 Cf. especially the articles, TL· Democratic Principle (1873), Constitutional Guaranties 

(1874), TL· Political State of the Country (1873), Home Politics (1875), in Vol. XVIII of 
the Works. 
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the North, was nullified.160 The amendments added to the Constitu
tion, particularly the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, had 
virtually destroyed the providential Constitution by depriving the 
states of areas of jurisdiction which rightfully belonged to them. The 
adoption of these amendments was unambiguous evidence for Brown
son that the "democratic principle" was almost in complete ascend
ency.161 The evils, moreover, did not stop there. 

"Democracy" repudiates all transcendent and objective moral 
principle.162 It substitutes utility for justice as the standard of private 
and public life. It tends to "materialize the mind, and to create a 
passion for sensible goods, or material wealth and well-being."163 It 
promotes discontent among the less privileged, prompting them to 
strive for complete social equality with the well-to-do.164 It is a de
lusive quest, however. For in the free competition characteristic of 
the "democratic order" the simple and the honest are no match for 
the more clever or the more unscrupulous.165 "Democracy" was the 
best form of government for taxing the many for the benefit of the 
few.166 

The American nation was rapidly succumbing to the dictatorship 
of the titans of industry and finance, thanks to the "democratic 
principle." 

ιβο « yye w a n t the conservatism of the South to balance the radicalism of the North," 
Brownson had said in 1864 when discussing the administration's program for reconstruc
tion {Works, XVII, 523). He was shocked, however, by what actually happened; cf. 
XVIII, 584-85 (1875). 

161 In accordance with his theory of constitutions (both written and unwritten) Brown
son declared there were limits to the power of amendment. The Fourteenth and Fifteenth 
Amendments went beyond these limits. The matter is too marginal to our purposes to be 
discussed here, but cf. Works, XVI, 93 (1849) on the power of amending in general, and 
XVIII, 254-55 (1874) on the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. In his American 
Republic (op. cit., pp. 88-100 [1865]) he takes a more liberal attitude about constitutional 
changes, though even here he specifies that there are limits. His final view was quite 
rigid. What is very germane to our purposes in this article is that the constitution was now 
a dead letter, in Brownson's view, in so far as providing any effective restraints upon 
the "sovereign people," or their demagogic leaders. 

182 Works, XVIII, 233 (1873). 1M Op. cit., p. 233. 1M Op. cit., p. 235. 
165 For Brownson, the only alternatives under "democracy" are communism or free 

competition. Free competition "is the interpretation democracy receives with us" (op. 
cit., p. 237 [1873]). 

1MOp. cit., p. 527 (1873). His expression is really stronger: "Democracy is the best of 
all possible governments to make the many tax themselves for the benefit of the few... Λ 
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Democracy, following the lead of the business classes, builds up, and with us has 
covered the land over with huge business and moneyed corporations, which the 
government itself cannot control. We complain of the great feudal barons, that 
they were often more powerful than their suzerain; but our railroad "kings" can 
match the most powerful vassals, either of the king of France, or of the king of 
England in feudal times. Louis XI was not weaker against Charles the Bold, than 
is Congress against the Pennsylvania Central Railroad and its connections, or the 
Union Pacific built at the expense of the government itself.187 

There was less inequality, he declared, in his boyhood than at this 
time (1873). The rich were getting richer and the poor poorer.168 

This was accompanied by a steady deterioration in morals, both 
public and private. Not only divorce but also abortion and birth-
control were becoming general.169 Corruption was rampant at all 
levels of government, "in congress, the state legislatures, the municipal 
governments, and the elections all over the country."170 It was useless 
to look to legislation to curb the evils in public life. 

The laws are good enough as they are, and stringent enough; but laws are im
potent where the people have become venal, and are easily evaded or openly 
violated with impunity, when they are not consecrated and rendered inviolable by 
the national conscience: and it is of the essence of democracy to dispense with 
conscience, and to attempt to maintain wise and bénéficient government, without 
drawing on the moral order, by considerations of public and private utility alone.171 

Brownson could conceive of no constitution more profoundly 
philosophic, or more admirably devised, than that of the American 
government. Yet the people believed they could make it or unmake it 

167 Op. cit., p. 234 (1873). He added: "The great feudal lords had souls, railroad corpora
tions have none." 

168 Op. cit., p. 238 (1874). One cannot in this paper discuss fully Brownson's social 
and economic views. He has been criticized for offering no viable solution to the evils 
of industrial capitalism, evils which he fully recognized. Many of his critics apparently 
forget that the primary object of his concern, throughout his Catholic period, was not 
concrete solutions to particular evils in the social, economic, and political orders, but 
rather the philosophical and religious bases upon which a temporal order could be soundly 
built and brought into harmony with the ultimate goal of human existence. If one can 
hazard an opinion, his providential mission was to attack the political, social, and eco
nomic atheism that was well-nigh dominant in the Western world, and to recall men 
(both Catholics and non-Catholics) to the one foundation that insured salvation both 
in this world and in the next. Cf. the dissertation of Sister M. Felicia Corrigan, SX., 
Some Social Principles of Orestes A. Brownson (Wash., D.C.: Catholic University of 
America, 1931), p. 74. 

1M Works, XIII, 341 (1873). ™ Works, XVIH, 240 (1873). 
171 Op. cit., p. 241(1873). 
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at their pleasure.172 In relation to government itself, there was no senti
ment of loyalty, on the theory that government itself was merely a 
creature of the people, and that the creature had no rights as against 
its creator.178 Conscience was losing its commanding force on private, 
social, and economic life as well. All these consequences flowed from 
the acceptance of the "democratic principle"—that there was no 
power in heaven or hell superior to the "sovereign people." 

But whatever some theorists may pretend, the people, declared 
Brownson, are not God. They are not independent, self-existing, and 
self-sufficing. "They are as dependent collectively as individually, 
and therefore can exist and act only as second cause, never as first 
cause. They can, then, even in the limited sphere of their sovereignty, 
be sovereign only in a secondary sense, never absolute sovereign in 
their own independent right."174 

The remedy for the evils was to be found only in religion.175 Religion 
alone could recall people to the fact of divine sovereignty; it alone 
could repress the unruly passions and promote virtue. It alone, by 
affirming that eternal justice was identical with the living and true God, 
could provide the norm by which the spheres of authority and liberty 
could be defined, and the excesses of despotism and license avoided.176 

172 Op. cit., p. 231 (1873). ™ Ibid. 
174 Works, XVHI, 46 (1865). This is from The American Republic. 
175 In the article, The Papacy and tL· Republic (Works, XIII [1873]), Brownson dis

misses as ineffective several suggested remedies: (1) The people themselves. "But they are 
the party in fault, and that need the remedy. The people are misled by their false theories 
of religion, politics, and society, by their corrupt passions, evil inclinations, and de
structive tendencies" (p. 338). (2) The state. But "with us the people are the state, and 
the government must follow their will. Our rulers cannot be expected to rise far above the 
average of the intelligence and virtue of the people who elect them, and whose representa
tives they are." (3) The press. Also an ineffective remedy, for "the press depends on the 
people, and must conform to their opinions, passions, prejudices, and tendencies, or they 
will not support it. Besides, the independent press, so called, is the chief corrupter of the 
people, and we owe to it, and the secular press generally, the low moral tone of the public, 
the growing religious indifference of the community, the shameless sacrifice of principle 
to success; truth and justice, wisdom and virtue, to popularity. We might as well look 
to Satan to correct sin, as to the press to apply a remedy to the growing evils and de
structive tendencies of the American people" (ibid.). (4) Secular education. But "the 
people cannot educate above their own level; and whether they will or not, the education 
they give through the state will only reproduce themselves, and be marred by their own 
vices and errors.... The stream cannot rise above the fountain, and you cannot get 
from the people what is not in them" (p. 344). 

176 Though some of these truths were accessible, absolutely speaking, to natural reason, 
religion alone could bring them to the mass of mankind. For Brownson, the growing 
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But what religion? The problem, basically, is to augment the virtue 
and intelligence of the people. The religion indispensable to this 
task cannot therefore emanate from, and be dependent upon, the 
people themselves. 

. . . a religion or a morality, that holds from the people and varies as their opinions 
vary, is only their view of religion and morality, and is no power independent of 
them, and competent to control them, or to maintain for them the authority of 
the spiritual order. The religion or morality that can save republicanism by sub
jecting the people to the divine law, and through them force the government to 
govern in subordination to the spiritual order—that is, right, truth, and justice— 
must be from above, not from below; hold from God, not from the people; be in
dependent of them, and govern them instead of being governed by them. I t must 
be an organic power, a spiritual kingdom, with its own laws, discipline, and ad
ministrative organs, divinely instituted, supported, protected, and assisted; not a 
simple doctrine, idea, theory, view, or opinion, which has no life or force except 
what it derives from the subject believing or entertaining it.177 

It was Brownson's grand objection to Protestantism that it was 
not a power constituted above the temporal order.178 It could not there
fore supply the deficiencies of this order and apply the law of God 
effectively in human affairs. It has always held from the secular order 
and has been responsible to it: initially, to the monarchs of the Refor
mation and their successors, who claimed and exercised authority both 
in spirituals and in temporals; latterly, in so far as Protestant nations 
have become "democratized," to the changes and tides of public 
opinion.179 The sects must appeal to the very people that need re
forming for their power and support; they must take their law from 

ignorance of, and indifference to, the precepts of the natural law on the part of the Ameri
can people was evidence enough that the natural order could not dispense with the super
natural, or the temporal with the spiritual. 

177 Works, XIII, 346 (1873). 
178 Op. cit., p. 347 (1873). Brownson reached this conclusion years before he entered 

the Church. Writing as a Unitarian in 1836 he declared that "properly speaking, Protes
tantism has no religious character" (Works, IV, 22). In so far as individual Protestants 
were religious, they were not indebted to Protestantism as such, but to the influence of 
Catholic tradition (ibid.). Catholicity had erred in unduly emphasizing the spiritual side 
of man; Protestantism, by overstressing the material side. Brownson at this period be
lieved it was necessary to revitalize Christianity by harmonizing spirit and matter (op. 
cit., p. 32). He was to revise his ideas about Catholicity; he was never to abandon this 
conviction about the nature of Protestantism. Cf. the article, Protestantism Not a Religion 
(Works, X, 426-49 [1853]). 

179 Brownson distinguished three stages in Protestantism: first, to place religion un-
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the people instead of giving the law to them. Their power is propor
tionate to their popularity.180 If they ever insist on the supremacy of 
the spiritual order, "it is and can be only as an abstraction, a theory, 
not as an organic power, a spiritual kingdom on earth with the neces
sary organs for applying practically the law of God to the maintenance 
of public and private virtue, without which no government, whatever 
its form, can stand."181 Protestantism, in Brownson's view, was im
potent to arrest the democratic heresy, and therefore powerless to 
prevent the suppression of civil and religious liberty, or the decline of 
morality. 

The Catholic Church alone, said Brownson, can preserve the nation 
from the disastrous effects of "democracy." 

It acknowledges no master save God. It depends only on the divine will in re
spect to what it shall teach, what it shall ordain, what it shall insist upon as truth, 
piety, moral and social virtue. It was made not by the people, but for them; is 
administered not by the people, but for them; is accountable not to the people, but 
to God. Not dependent on the people, it will not follow their passions; not subject 
to their control, it will not be their accomplice in iniquity; and speaking from God, 
it will teach them the truth, and command them to practise justice.182 

Only a thoroughly Catholic nation provides, he said, any adequate 
guaranty of wise and just authority on the one hand, and of true and 
orderly liberty on the other.183 There has been, he acknowledged, rarely, 
if ever, a nation of such a character in the history of Christianity— 
not even in the Middle Ages.184 In those much decried "ages of faith," 
nevertheless, liberty, as well as order, was more secure than now.185 

If the Pope and the clergy were able to do so much in half-Catholicized 
nations, what might they not have done in a nation thoroughly Catho
lic?186 

der the control of the civil government; second, to reject, in matters of religion, the 
authority of the temporal government, and to subject religion to the control of the 
faithful; third, and lastly, individualism, which leaves religion entirely to the control of 
the individual. At no stage is it a force independent of the temporal order (Works, X, 
6-8 [1845]). 

180 Works, ΧΠΙ, 339 (1873). 
181 Op. cit., p. 338 (1873). For Brownson, Calvinism was only an apparent, not a real, 

exception to the proposition that Protestantism subjected the spiritual to the temporal 
order; cf. XI, 37 (1853). 

182 Works, X, 12 (1845). » Works, XVIII, 264 (1874). 
184 Op. cit., p. 265 (1874). m Ibid. »6 Ibid. 
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He wanted, however, no clericalism: " . . . for while the clergy have, 
in union with their chief, authority to declare the law, the spiritual 
or moral principles to which the secular government must conform, 
they have, in the practical administration of secular affairs, only the 
authority of seculars, are not necessarily superior, and not seldom in 
fact inferior to them, because not trained to practical statesmanship.,,ls7 

The constitution of the American state needed no change, nor did 
the laws, with some exceptions (chiefly those relating to marriage and 
divorce), require much alteration.188 But the state did need, if it were 
to survive, "a spiritual authority above and independent of it, compe
tent to define what are or are not the rights of men, that is, the rights 
of God, and to enforce through the conscience of the people respect 
for them and obedience to them."189 It needed, he insisted, a people 
thoroughly Catholic. 

But what makes a nation thoroughly Catholic? Brownson was un
willing to admit that one could measure the growth of truly Catholic 
influence by the increase of the number of Catholics, of Catholic 
churches, and of Catholic institutions.190 The Church alone could save 
America. But the Church could do this only "through the action and 
influence of Catholics, and through them only by their standing by 
the faith in its purity and integrity, and faithfully observing in their 
conduct what it requires of them."191 

He found among Catholics of his own time, both in Europe and in 
the United States, a fearful lack of understanding of Catholic principle, 
as well as a disposition to act according to the maxims of the secu
larized age.192 Large numbers of American Catholics, reacting against 
the baseless charge that their religion was opposed to free government, 
defended the most extreme democratic views, and allowed themselves 
to be swayed by the demagogues who proclaimed that vox populi est 

187 Op. cit., p. 563 (1874). "The true mission of the clergy is, not to enter the arena of 
politics and to act the part of politicians, but to proclaim and enforce, with all the spiritual 
power they can wield, the great principles of the divine government or the kingdom of 
God on earth as applicable to secular affairs, and which are the law alike for individuals 
and nations, for rulers and ruled; and to form and sustain a public opinion that compels 
statesmen to conform their secular measures, their state policy, to the law of God as de
clared and applied by the church, and which is universal and inflexible" (ibid.). 

m Works, XIII, 345 (1873). «· Ibid. 
190 Works, XVIII, 571 (1874). ™ Op. cit., p. 572 (1874). 
mOp. cit., p. 561 (1874); ibid., p. 572 (1874). 



ORESTES BROWNSON ON CHURCH AND STATE 227 

vox Dei.m The "liberal" Catholic was affirming that his "religion had 
nothing to do with his politics."194 As for the Catholic politicians on 
the American scene, Brownson saw in them "the same lack of princi
ple, of conscientiousness, of integrity, of public spirit, and disinterested
ness" as their non-Catholic fellow-citizens exhibited.196 

He believed that these weaknesses in the Catholic body were owing, 
in part at least, to certain defects of long-standing character in Catholic 
education.196 Education had been too greatly restricted to instruction 
in the private and domestic virtues; it had left the mass of the people 
insufficiently instructed in their social or public duties. They were 
inadequately informed as to the relations of Christian ethics to the 
state and society. Even the graduates of Catholic colleges knew very 
little of these relations; they were left with the impression that their 
religion demands nothing more of them than to be personally sincere 
and honest in what they do. The Catholic school, Brownson declared, 
"must recognize Christian society, under and distinct from the church, 
as well as the church herself. It must not leave the student to be a 
pagan in relation to society, but must train him to understand and 
to act well his part as a member of Christian society, or of the Christian 
commonwealth founded by the church, and inspired and directed by 
her life-giving spirit."197 

Brownson knew of no finer political framework for such a Christian 

*" Op. cit., p. 572 (1874); ibid., p. 292 (1854); ibid., p. 244 (1873); ibid., p. 597 (1875). 
™ Op. cit., p. 561(1874). 
196 Op. cit., p. 572 (1874). Cf. his scathing indictment of "political Catholics" (ibid., 

p. 597 [1875]). A part of the passage merits quotation: "They seem, the moment they 
engage in politics, to forget that they are Catholics, and to scout the upright and moral 
conduct enjoined by the church upon all her children, whatever the sphere in which 
they are called to act. Besides, such is their overweening self-conceit, and such is their 
sensitiveness, that they will bear no reproof, and listen to no advice, not even from their 
clergy. Do these Catholics never reflect on the duty they owe as citizens to the land of 
their birth or adoption? Do they never reflect on the immense responsibility that rests 
upon them as Catholics? Does it never occur to them that only the Catholic Church 
can save the country, and that she can do it only on condition that her children imbibe 
her spirit, and practise the morality she enjoins? Do they ever, in the field of politics, 
think of any thing but to cry up the man that pleases them, and to cry down the man 
that offends them?" 

1W Works, XVIII, 543 (1873). Brownson had other criticisms to make of Catholic 
education. We adduce only the one immediately bearing on our subject. 

197 Ibid. He did not believe, however, that formal education was the only, or even the 
basic, answer to the evils afflicting modern society; cf. XIII, 344-45 (1873). 
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society than the American constitution. But was this constitution, 
and the great republic built upon it, going to be destroyed completely 
by the evil force of "democracy"? He minced no words in defining 
the conditions under which both could be preserved, and the high 
mission of the United States be fulfilled. 

With the Catholic Church as representing the divine order in society, and the 
Catholic faith in its purity and integrity held by the whole people, and informing 
their intelligence and conscience, the deficiencies of democracy are supplied and 
the objections to it disappear. But without the church, that is, without the power 
representing the divine sovereignty in the government of human affairs, and the 
Catholic faith held by the great body of the people, democracy offers no guaranty 
for either authority or liberty, for truth or justice, and simply substitutes the 
despotism of the many for the despotism of the few, or that of the one. For our
selves we ask no constitutional changes in the political order of our country, but 
we do ask for a change in the people, a change to be effected by the Catholic mis
sionary and their conversion to the Catholic faith, in which is our only hope for 
our country, as well as for the salvation of the souls of our countrymen.198 

m Works, XVIII, 267 (1874). 




