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ABSTRACT

Advisor: Professor Donald J. Harvey

The enormous prestige that Félicité Lamennais had during his lifetime
and the great influence that he exerted between 1820 and 1848 have not
stood the test of time. Yet the issues to which he addressed himself were
important and perennial; they reduced themselves to the basic question of
the compatibility of order and freedom in society.

In spite of his wide knowledge, Lamennais did not have the training,
or the talent, to deal successfully with such issues. He was a brilliant
polemicist who rejected one after the other all of the political doctrines
and ideas of his age. None could measure up to his envisioned synthesis
of all he thought best in the modern world, the freedom and dignity of all
ﬁen, and of all he thought best in the Christian tradition, stability and
order.

He held the skepticism of modern philosophy and its positivist expres-
sion responsible for the disunity and strife the western world exhibited.
At first he saw the French Revolution merely as the culmination of that
disunity. However, as he became increasingly sensitive to the dehumanizing
effects of positiviam and increasingly aware of the extent to which modern
philosophy permeated the attitudes and behavior of the upper classes, he
came to view the Revolution as a desperate struggle by the lower classes
for the restoration of humanism. He believed that Thomas Aquinas provided
the philosophical and political concepts necessary to reverse the morally
dangerous tendencies inherent in positiviam.

From 1817 to 1830, he sought to make the Pope the spiritual leader behind
vhom kings and ruling classes would align themselves for the greater benefit
of all. He failed to notice that Aquinas' theocracy had only been an ideal

blueprint for a society in which the Church's moral suasion was well established



In the enormously different conditions of the early nineteenth century, such
a concept had few chances of being taken seriously. Moreover, he was not
awvare of the secularism of his thought. The Church for him was never more
than an institution designed to fight political and social injustices. Neither
the Church nor the Bourbons heeded his advice.

Misunderstanding the nature of the French Liberalism of the late 1820°'s,
he sought for a brief period to influence the Liberals, unsuccessfully trying
to "catholicize" them. In early 1830, he turned somewhat abruptly toward
democracy as the political tool for his ideas. If God's law could not be
imposed from the top, the voice of the people would impose it from below.

From 1830 to 1848, he worked on a massive philosophical structure designed to
show the necessity and logic of the imposition of this higher law on all men
everywhere. But not until he was confronted with political facts in 1848 did
he fully realize the dilemma he had always faced and failed to resolve. How-
ever closely related they may be, ethics and politics deal essentially with
different aspects of man. If a higher law was to be imposed, a man or an
institution had to be responsible for its interpretation and application.

This violated the essential equality that, he believed, all men share before
God. He evaded as long as he could the inevitable conclusion that God's law,
in a democracy, cannot be other than what the people said it was -- a doctrine
he had fought all his life and vhich made nonsense of his belief that ethics
and politics must be one. The basis for his democratic creed clashed with his
belief in the necessary imposition of a higher law to maintain social order.

As a strict Thomist, he had few chances of being heard by a generation
vhich had forgotten Thomism. Yet his popularity amomg the lower classes

testified to his having touched upon a thewme whose meaning they understood.
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INTRODUCTION

Few French ecclesiastical figures have attracted as much attention
as Lamennais. Between 1890 and 1930, literally dozens of books and
articles were written about him and every few years since, a new work
appears. Yet in spite of this, few important nineteenth-century figures
are less well camprehended and less objectively treated. It has recently
been said that the two best biographies of Lamennais are that of F, Duine,
a French work written in 1922, and A. Vidler's English work written in
1951&.1 However, F. Duine's biography has serious shortcomings. Overly
favorable to Lamennais, it attempts no analysis of his ideas, contains
inaccuracies, and cites no references although Duine is the author of the
only bibliographical essay on Lamennais.2 Vidler's work is not a biography
of lamennais, but, as the author states, it is an ecclesiastical hiltory.3
Both of these works reflect the standard approach of French scholars om the
subject. Lamennais is seen only in the context of religious history, or as
part of the ramantic movement, when that movement is itself seen as a
religious revival. With the possible exception of Harold Laski, who
emphasized the political aspects of Lamennais' ideaa,u most English-speaking
historians have followed the trend established by French historians since
1890.5

Since most French historians interested in Lamennais are Catholic
writers, and even Catholic propagandists, their works have produced an
imbalance which is reflected in the general studies of the period. Lamenna!
influence is stressed during the period 1820-1834, while his name hardly
appears during the period 1834-185k. In addition, his influence is only
mentioned in connection with the religious controversies of the late 1820's
and early 1830's, particularly as it affected other writers. No notice
has been taken of his enormous political influence over the lower classes
from 1834 to 18u48.



If Lamennais were only a figure in the history of the Church
during the first half of the nineteenth century, then what Ernest
Renan wrote in 1857 would be true: the ideas of Lamennais would
have nothing to teach us, having become thoroughly incorporated by
the Church.6

The reason for Lamennais' popularity with the French Catholics
is not hard to understand. With the exception of the essay of Renan,
which was an anti-clerical elaboration of the essay Sainte-Beuve
had written in 1837,7 very little of value was written about Lamennais
from his death in 1854 until 1890. Then the deluge began. It co-
incided with the speech of Cardinal Lavigerie of November 12, 1890,
calling on all French citizens to '"rally" to the support of the
Republic. In spite of the coolness with which Cardainal Lavigerie's
speech was received, Pope Leo XIII issued his great encyclical Rerum
Novarum on May 15, 1891. The more liberal among the Catholics and
the clergy were, at last, free to express themselves. They needed a
standard-bearer; Lamennais was the most prestigious at their disposal.
Since he was the first French priest to have advocated freedom of
education, they used his arguments to support their demands in the
perennial battle of clerical versus lay control of the schools. Since
he had so clearly addressed himself to the broad masses of the people,
they used him in their attempts to bring religion to "the people.”
Since, for twenty years, he had fought for democracy, they followed his
lead founding the first French Christian Democratic party. He was even
used as a stick to beat Rousseau, in what is still the best biography

8
of Lamennais' early years. And as late as 1945, a major new political

formation, the Mouvement Républicain Populaire, adopted him as its




spiritual godfather. An attempt was even made in 1942 to show a
parallel between some of his ideas and those of Marshal Pétain's
National Revolution.

The French Catholic writers who sought to exploit Lamennais'
ideas did no violence to them. But they merely used them in a
very partisan manner. Lamennais is a complex author, who touched
on many subjects, and who foresaw earlier and more clearly than
other clerics the turn that political and social events would take.
His vision could be recalled bv *i;ose who sought to reconcile
religion and democracy. At the same time his prescience made him
anathema to all those opposing such a reconciliation.

Lamennais portrayed himself accurately as a political thinker.
He disliked being called an apologist for the Church and rightly so,
for this characterization misrepresents his primary concern which
was not to increase Papal power, or that of the Church, but to check
the growth of the power of the State. This characterization also
overlooks his bitter quarrel with the Society of Jesus beginning in
1820, his sharp attacks against the political rigidity and lack of
social concern of French bishops, and his repeated criticisms of the
lack of erudition among the lower clergy.

Lamennais was primarily a critic, a prophet of doom who, con-
fronted with an intractable political situation, was forced to look
for an alternative to what he perceived as hopeless choices. His
career can be divided into two principal parts: Lamennais the critic,
vwhich will be the subject of Chapter III, and Lamennais the political

thinker, which will be the subject of Chapters IV and V. But, in



order to analyse his criticisms in the context of his thoughts,

a presentation of his major concepts will be made in Chapter II.
lamennais' career spans the forty years between 1808 and
1848,which is a period far more shadowy than the one that precedes

it or the one that follows it. Although ideas and concepts with
which we are familiar emerged during this period, many of them
underwent radical changes following 1848. Liberalism is one such
an idea, and the nature of political organization and activity is
one such a concept. To analyse Lamennais® thought and the nature
of the issues he raised, without referring to the time and place
in which he lived, would diminish our understanding of him and of
the period. Thus, this study begins with a sketch of his life and

of the events which entangled it.
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Chapter I: LAMENNAIS, HIS LIFE AND WORKS

Louis XVI granted his last patent of nobility in 1788 to
Pierre-louis Robert de la Mennais, a wealthy merchant of the town
of St. Malo, a fishing and commercial port on the northern coast
of Brittany. The new noble had lost his wife the year before and
was left with six children, the fourth of whom, Félicité Robert
de la Mennais, had been born prematurely on June 19, 1‘782.:L Pierre~
Louls Robert de la Menneis' brother, Robert des Saudrais, a wealthy
merchant himself and something of a philosghe, began assuming
charge of his nephew. Féli, and continued to do so after his wife
died in 1793.

Both brothers were praminent members of the Breton middle-class,
both prosperous and self-motivated and hence prepared for the Revo-
1111::[0:1.2 They had a reputation of being enlightened and of favoring

reform of the Church as well as of the State.3

Ideology, however,
was not the only explanation for their attitudes. As gnod businessmen,
they had everything to gain from a more efficlent gmrment.h

Until the age of twelve Lamennais, reared according to the
principles of Rousseau's _Eli_‘_!._g_,s was & rather impetuous and self-
willed child unable to preserve good relations with any of his
instructors. Subseguwently, as he became more tranquil, he began
to read voraciously.6 Lamennais' uncle was more secular minded

than his father. Not only did he make his nephew read all of

Rousseau by the time he was ten, but as early as March 1790, he was



supporting a movement which encouraged and helped monks to abandon
their cloisters.{ He was also among those most in favor of the

Constitution Civile du Clergé.

But the Jacobinism of 1793-179-+ cooled him off, as it did all
of Lamennais' family, and they all slowly turned back to traditional
Catholicism.9 The Lamennais family suffered partial economic ruin,
too, as a result of the measures of the revolutionary govermment of
1194.10 The revolutionary activity of Lamennais' father and uncle
has been questioned as being purely tactical, because of a story told
fifty years later by Lamennais' nephew that mass was celebrated at
night in the attic of his father's house. This would supposedly show
that Lamennais was brought up rigorously in the Catholic tradition
and made to hate the Revolution. Spuller is the only one to give
credence to this story.ll The thorough grounding in Rousseau and the
philosophes, as well as the method of teaching to which his uncle
subjected him, is enough to discredit, or at least raise questions
concerning the validity of this interpretation.12

The other story, often debated, deals with Lamennais' First
Communion. Although this ceremony usually takes place when a
child reaches the age of twelve, Duine tells us that Lamennais did
not do it at that time (1794) because of the Terror of the Year II.
But normal conditions had returned, more or less, after 1795.
Lamennais, however, made his First Communion only in 1804, at the
age of twenty-two. This seems to suggest the existence, until at
least 1804, of lingering doubts in his mind about the wisdom and

utility of a return to traditional Catholicism.



St. Malo was the scene of some of the most ferocious phases
of the Terror. Not only was the Vendée very close, but the port,
facing the Channel, had a strategic significance. Repression in
the Vendée and the need of securing the port against possible British
invasion compelled the revolutionary govermment to adopt a harshly
repressive policy.lj

Sainte-Beuve reports that in 17%0-1/9’ Lamennais sent to a
provincial Academy a discourse which was a violent attack on the
philosophy of the Enlightenment. He held the philosophes directly
responsible for the Terror.lL+ For want of extant copies of this
discourse it cannot be determined if, at this time, Lamennais asso-
ciated the Enlightenment with the destruction of religious values
as he dia some years later. Sainte-Beuve's report can only be taken
as a further indication that Lamennais and his family had consider-
ably moderated their political opinions after 1794, and welcomed
the return of order with the establishment of Bonaparte as first
Consul in 1799.lj During this period, Lamennais spent his time
practicing vigorous sports and learning several languages, some of
which, like English and Spanish, he needed for helping in his
father's business. It was also during this time that his uncle
introduced him to Pascal. This may indicate, at least in Robert
des Saudrais, that his political moderation was accompanied by
a return of interest in religious faith. None of these reports,
however, are inconsistent with Christian Maréchal's affirmation
that by the turn of the century Lamennais was still a thorough

16
skeptic.



Then something happened to his character which permanently
changed him. No one has explained exactly why, but he withdrew
into himself, became melancholy, and was, from then on, subject
to frequent and deep depressions.17 It is also at this time that
the influence of his uncle waned, and that of his brother Jean,
two years older than he and a priest, became the dominant influence
in his life. Both brothers were avid readers of La Harpe, a late
and tempestuous convert to Catholicism, who was to have a dominant
influence on Czar Alexander I as his preceptor. Lamennais began
to take the Christian side in his many conversations, but Sainte-
Beuve, who was to be a close friend thirty years later, tells us
that it was a purely intellectual exercise, that neither his heart

A}

1
nor his life was ruled by Christianity.

From 1600 to 1804 a powerful Catholic resurgence occured in

France. Chateaubriand's Le Génie du Christianisme appeared in 1802

1
and through it Pascal became Lamennais' intellectual master. 9 Le

Génie du Christianisme is an important work because it marks the first

significant literary attempt, not very effective to be sure, to find a
Christian solution to the psychological crisis precipitated by the French
Revolution. Chateaubriand's generation was the product of a century
which examined and questioned everything. But all the illusions were
shattered in 1793-179-+; it seemed useless to dream any longer, the

only real hope being a return to a Christian life..But Christianity's
appeal was not based on any principle embodying "Truth" but rather

on the claim that it is beautiful. Although such a claim
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is rather "unsubstantial," it is, according to Vidler, "the clas-

sical exposition of the romantic case for Chriltia.nity."zo Origi-

nally, Le Génie du Christianisme contained René which is the

clearest exposition of le mal du siécle. René, who is no other thun

Chateaubriand himself, does not believe in happiness, his life has
no longer any sense, and yet he is full of life. His search for
meaning and new experience ends only in a heightened awareness of
the meaninglessness of all things terrestrial. The idea of suicide
suggests itself. We can see therefore that Chateaubriand's advocacy
of religion is not the result of a deep religious commitment, but
rather the last thread of hope to which he hangs on for fear of
vhat might happen if he let himself be carried off by his feeling
of total loss.

Four days after the publication of Chateaubriand's work,
Napoleon's Concordat was promulgated in Paris (April 18, 1802).
The peace of Amiens, bringing ten years of war to a close, was
signed the same day. Lamennais, writing seven years after, said
of this reconciliation: "Suddenly the storm ceased. A powerful
stream of energy in a moment restored life to all these ruins ... .
Feuds and animosities were stilled, and a multitude of innocent
victims of a disastrous revolution forgot their sufferings now
that they could weep at the altars of the God who consoles. "2t

But peace and the reconciliation of the State with Rome could
not fulfill the need for order that Lamennais felt so keenly.22

If anything, his irritability increased, his depressions deepened
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and became more frequent, and wvhat H., Brémond calls his "morbid

23

absence of will" (aboulie), became even more intense. To calm

his doubts, he seems to have turned more and more towards religion.ah
Lamennais®' brother, whose influence was considerable at that time,
pushed him in the direction of the Church. His own story of Lamen-
nais' conversion indeed casts doubt if not on the sincerity of this
conversion, at least on its authenticity. He told his brother,
"confess," and on the spot, "he fell on his knees, tears streaming
down his eyes, Grace shone on his face, and rising up he said,
'J'ai la foi. 22

This is strangely similar to the conversion that Chateaubriand

experienced and described in his Mémoires d'outre-tombe: "J'ai

26
pleuré et j'ai cru.” This sentence, incidentally, appeared in

the original preface of Le Génie du Christianisme that Lamennais

had read. Be that as it may, what we know of this period of his
life reveals the authenticity of Lamennais' ongoing psychological
and moral crisis. If later on Lamennais became the "chaplain of
the romantic movement" and could touch his generation so powerfully,
it is because he "knew their state of mind from inside.... He was
the natural spokesman of a generation that had been educated in the
doctrines of the eighteenth century and then had been horrified by
the way in which they had issued in anarchy and despotisa during
the revolution, and yet a generation that had not abandoned the
axioms of its youth, since so far it had found no positive faith

with which to replace then."n



The period 1804-1814 in Lamennais' life is relatively obscure.
He seems to have been totally dependent on his brother. /His con-
version to Catholicism seems to have been slow and difficult and
seams to have been dominated by a desire to imitate his brother
whose life reflected assurance and order, the two qualities that
he struggled so hard to rouch.ze He did not reach the religious
certitude that he was seeking, and his remaining doubts may have
been the germ of his rebellion of 1833.29

The view hag often been expressed that Lamennais' failure to
commit himself unreservedly to religion was due to the profound

influence Rousseau had on hin.3°

But to give up every hope of
earthly happiness and plunge oneself into mysticism in order to
become a saint cannot be a rational decision. And it does not
seem quite fair to blame Rousseau for what has been seen by many
French writers as Lamennais' betrayal of his duties to the Church.>*
The question of how deep an influence Rousseau had on Lamen-
nais is quite beside the point, simply because there is no way of
ascertaining 1t.32 Rousseau may have been the first to give expres-
sion to a new attitude toward life, and as such was probably very
influential. The very success of his works shows that this attitude
was widely pnvalcnt.33 What is important is Lamennais' sensibility,
a sensibility that is almost morbid and which is revealed in a
constant need for reassurance and advice.y' Nis brother made prac-

tically all the necessary decisions until the day he became dis-

turbed by the extreme docility of Lemennais. (In a rather pathetic



letter to his brother in 1814, Lamennais pleads, "J'ai besoin de

quelqu'un qui me dirige, qui me soutienne, qui me reldve; de quel-
n)35

qu'un qui me connaisse et H qui je puisse dire absolument tout.

This letter may indeed be a turning point in Lamennais' life, for
from that time on his brother stopped their collective dreeming
and began to work hard at his owm ministry. It was the end of a
very close relationship which had lasted for fourteen yea.rs.36
In spite, or maybe because, of the extreme psychological in-
stability which characterizes this period of Lamennais' life, he
became the violent and sarcastic propagandist of Ultramontanism.
From 1804 on, he engaged in polemics with various writers in de-
fense of Catholicism.3” 1In 1809, he published, in cooperation
with his brother, his first major work, which at the time attracted

only the attention of the police. Réflexions sur l'état de 1l'église
egl

was written before Napoleon's break with the Papacy. The first
edition contained a great deal of praise for Napoleon, because of
the efficient government that he had established and the hope was
expressed that he would bring about a full restoration of religion.38
However, these praises did not prevent the police from seizing the
copies of the published manuscript. When it was later reissued,
the praise of Napoleon had been expurgated.39

The ideas which will dominate Lamennais' thinking for the next
twenty years are expressed in this work. Authority must be based

on a firmly established principle (Principe de Certitude ) which

will remein the most basic of Lamennais' principles and the one to

13



which he will adhere for the rest of his life. All of the sciences
must be brought under the metaphysical, and ethical, sway of reli-
gion. Indifference in matters of religion is looked upon with

horror. The Church must be independent of temporal power, and edu-
cation must be freed from the monopoly of the University of France.

This book is a viclent attack on every sort of heresy. It
dismisses with contempt the achievement of the eighteenth century,
because anarchy and revolution are the results to be expected when
freedom of thought is granted. The central point of the book is
the profound belief in the inadequacy of the human mind. The sway
of religion over men's minds must be reestablished, but the clergy
will be able to perform their duty only by first rediscovering the
spirit of their original mission. This book was, therefore, a
manifesto addressed to the clergy,uo and it already pointed to the
different conception Lamennais had of religion and of its role.
All of these ideas, Lamennais developed at length between 1816 and
1828.

For the time being, not having made any impact with this first
epistolary effort, Lamennais and his brother went on teaching in a
school for the training of priests. Under the law, such a school
was clearly illegal and they had repeated trouble with the admin-
istration. But both brothers seem to have enjoyed their work a
great deal. In 1812, the school was suppressed and replaced by
one which conformed to the law. This deprived both men not only

of an occupation they enjoyed, but also of a livelihood, the

1h
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Lamennals family never having recovered from the economic disaster
of 1794%. In August 1813, his father was forced to declared bankruptcy.
The war and the continental blockade had finally ruined the family
f'ortune.hl

In order to earn a living lLamennais began to write for various
journals. The only newspapers in which he could publish were in the
hands of the "Ultras" who most eagerly welcomed him -- yet he thorou-
ghly disliked theln.!“2 They were mainly Gallicans and royalists.
Lamennais had already taken his position for Ultramontanism and when
he put his faith in royalty, it was not as a political institution,
but rather as an instrument designed by God for the rule of law as
upheld by the Pope. The "Ultras" do not seem to have understood that
his reasons for opposing the Charter were quite different from theirs,
and all of them were to be bitterly disappointed when he clarified
his position in 1828.

Although many different explanations have been offered for
Lamennais' changes of heart concerning religion, the Church and
royalty, it can be seen that all of his problems spring essentially
from the confusions and uncertainties which permeated his early
life. Having grown up in a world in which chaotic conditions pre-
vailed, he keenly felt the need for order. Being of an extreme
sensibility and having seen the values with vwhich he was dbrought
up completely discredited, his search for personal egquilibrium
campounded this need for order, and led him to believe that what

he and society needed most was a system vhich would produce this
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condition. Having absorbed Pascal's and Rousseau's ideas at an
early age, he came to the conclusion that Catholic truths could
form a system for the maintenance of order. Catholics are "not a

group of men who can believe anything they pleue."k3

By having

men obey these truths, order would automatically follow. What he
did not perceive, however, was that those truths were represented
in what can be called the Catholic life, and were not necessarily
upheld by the Catholic Church.

In 1810 there began a five-year period during which his fears
increased; his apathy was so profound that he was constantly in
tea.rs.m‘ From this period on, he often called for death to deliver
him from his tormntl.hs He resisted his brother's attempts to
push him toward the priesthood. But his brother's influence was
reinforced by that of two other priests in 1814-1815, both of whom
sav Lamennais' potentialities as a polemicist for their cause. They
importuned kim to become a priest. At last he yielded and was
ordained on March 23, 1816. But the decision had been so difficult
that he immediately fell ill. He did not hide his feelings and
went on for years bitterly complaining about the pressures that
had been brought to bear upon him to teake his det:.:i.l:l.cnn.l'6

For therapy, the Abbey 'reyuem , one of his two advisors,
suggested that he write an essay on religious indifference. The

first volume of the Essai sur l'indifférence en matidre de religion

appeared in December, 1817, and was an immediate and resounding suc-
cess. From a dejected little prieat, Lamemnais was propelled to

prominence; he was compared to Pascal and Bossuet.
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The subject of this first volume was an exposition of the
reasons, as he saw them, for the state of moral and political
chaos that the world seemed to be in. ILamennais was not the only
one concerned with this subject. Until 1815 the question of order
did not come up simply because Napoleon had imposed order on France
and to a certain extent on Europe. But as E. L. Woodward has
pointed out, Napoleon was too great and could have no successor.
"Who, then, was to affirm an order of government -- and what order
of government -- in the states which had been harrowed by war and
excitement and political experiment for nearly twenty-five years‘i’"h7
That the question of order had appeared as early as 1809 in Lamennais'
writing is not surprising when we know samething of his personal
experience. But it is in 1816, when he was writing the first
volume of his Essai, that all his efforts were bent on discovering
a secure foundation for the authority he thought necessary for the
maintenance of order not only in France but in the world.

We will discuss later the ideas that he developed in this work.
what can now be done 1s to show that his concern was shared by a
great many people at this time in history. First of all, all of
the statesmen at Vienna, from Castlereagh to Alexander I, from
Metternich to Talleyrand, tried to devise a scheme that would

establish a world order designed to keep the peace permanently.



But Napoleon's overthrow merely highlighted the political
side of this question. The need for order went much deeper, and
reached farther back than 1815. Until about 1750 birth defined
everyone's social role; society did not pose a problem of personal
identity for the individual. The whole social system was legiti-

mized by religion. As the eighteenth century progressed the

attacks on orthodox Christianity increased, undermining the whole
social structure. The French Revolution achieved the demolitiom,
until all of the ready-made answers upon which man based his know-
ledge of who he was, were gwept away. Men then had to fece a
future largely unknown for which none of the answers had prepared
them; they had to find out who they were, what they were supposed
to do, and why they were supposed to do it. Some turned to the
past, others to the future, all of them turned inward, away from a
world in which they had become strangers. (Mme. de Steael advised
such a move in 1800 in her widely read and very influential book

De la littérature).

Vhat is being suggested here is that Lamennais' concern for
order was not an idiosyncratic stand. His seeich for a universal
pPrinciple of authority to guarantee a world order was his answer
to a deep psychological crisis; he was attempting om a different level
what Saint-Simon and Fourier, among others, were doing. In a news-
paper article in 1818, Auguste Comte pointed to the ills of a
society in complete moral anarchy. He called for the urgent need

to reestablish a spiritual power whose control would be accepted
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by all. Opposed to Lamennals, whom he considered retrogreasive,
Comte was pointing to the need for & new spiritual power, not to
the reesteblishment of the o:l.d.l‘9 Benjamin Constant, at the same

50 A1l of them

time, saw the problem very much in the same terms.
were convinced that no social changes could be achieved but thosae

imposed from the top. This was the implicit acknowledgement that

they recognized the power of the state to lead and mold the masses,
just as Napoleon had shown them. And just like Lamemnais, by 1829
Constant was no longer sure that religion was the means through
which a regeneration of society was pouible.sl
Leamennais' concern for order is not a mere authoritarian stand
on bhis part. Order meant peace and stability for society, the pre-
requisites for the enjoyment of freedom and the pursuit of happiness.
The search for a principle which would make the establishment of
such an order possible remained constant throughout his life.
What changed was the seat of authority invested with the power to
maintain order. That these changes were forced upon him by circum-
stances cannot be denied. When he realized that the Pope could not
and would not make the necessaary sacrifices to assume such a posi-
tion, he turned to the masses. His abandonment of religion, far
from being the sign of extreme instability, was the c¢ign of a great
single-mindedness of purpose, he gave up what he had fought for for
fifteen years when he realized that he had been mistaken as to its
nature. The primary purpose of his life was not service to the

Church, but service to society.52



When Lamennais' career is analyzed in a vacuum as is most often
done, these changes are difficult to reconcile., But when Lamennais
is looked at as one smong many of his contemporaries, these changes
acquire a new perspective. Most romantic writers, Constant, Vigny,
Coleridge, Carlyle, Hugo, etc., were strongly antiegalitarian in
the 1820's.”> Not all of them changed from that position, Coleridge
and Vigny being cases in point. But for many others & dramatic
change took place in the late 1820's. Lamartine, Chateaubriand,

Hugo turned away from their earlier position to assume a much more
liberal and egalitarian one.sh Victor Hugo characterizes this change
most dramatically in 1827.55

If the first volume of the Essai impressed everyone, including
Hegel ,5.6 the second created a furor and split the French Catholic
Church in two. Yet Lamennais was merely continuing the work he had
begun in volume one. But what was beginning to emerge was the un-
orthodoxy of the purpose behind his search for truth. Religion,
it began to appear, did not fulfill its role by simply caring for
the souls of men. Religion had a sccial and political function
wvhich ought to be its primery function. The Jesuits and some mem-
bers of the French hierarchy were furious, and they began a series
of attacks that Lamennais' death, thirty-four years later, did not
still.57

Lemennais, then, took time out of his main work to publish,
in 1821, a defense of his posifion.sa In it, he clarified and

amplified the defense of his position and, as a result, further

20



widened the split in the ranks of the Church. It seems to have been at

this time that Lamennais' fame became international. Apparently,
his arguments responded to a widespread feeling among the younger
and more liberal members of the clergy in France, Germany, the
Italian provinces, what was to become Belgium, and even Hungary.
Lamennais reached such prominence that for the next ten years, he
was able to exercise what one of his biographers has called "a
veritable dictatorship over the French Catholic Church."59

Yet, in many ways, the work of Leamennais over this period, is
disappointing. Instead of presenting his ideas in a coherent form,
he did battle with issues of the day, spent the better part of hia
time writing for newspapers, founding a school, and continuing the
preparation of his magnum opus. Through the voluminous writings of
this period, it is sometimes difficult to perceive the positive
ideas that he tried to put across. The failure to systematize his
thinking when he was at the height of his power proved disastrous
when all the external supports he counted on were knocked out from
under him in 1832,

The last two volumes of the Essai were published in 1823, and
were elaborations, sometimes long and tedious, of the arguments
advanced in the first two volumes. The first part of De la religion

considérée dans ses rapports avec 1l'ordre politique et civil was

published in May 1825, the second part in February 1826.60 It is
a determined attempt to show that religion is the foundation of

the political and civil order. In it, Lamennais makes extensive
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use of Plato's Republic and Laws, Aristotle’'s Politics and Rhetoric,

and Cicero's Laws. No doubt is left after reading the first chapter

that he relates his work to that of these "ancient legillatorl."6l

Three years later he published Des progrés de la révolution

et de la guerre contre l'ég:!.:lse.62 This is undoubtedly Lemennais'

most controversial book whose publication brought Lamennais' con-
flict with the French hierarchy to a head., In it, he accused the
French Church of collusion with the Martignac ministry in the enact-
ment of the laws of April and June 1828 forbidding teaching to non-
authorized religious societies. He further implied that Rome's
backing of these actions was due to some evil influences, without
the full knowledge of the Pope, emanating from Paris. Des progrés

de la révolution is a violent attack on freedom of thought, which

coupled as it is with a demand for complete freedom of education,
appears a8 an obvious contradiction. Freedom of education did not
entail for Lamennais freedom of thought. Quite the contrary, the
freedom he demanded was for priests and religious orders to conduct
the type of education they wanted without any lay controls. Re
accused the King and his ministers of adopting the Liberal, i.e.,
anti-clerical, philosophy. And what enraged him the most was to
see that the French hierarchy, by supporting the actions of the
government, demonstrated its utter subservience to the throne. He
called on all Catholics to dissociate themselves from such a stand,

and contemptuously dismissed monarchy as a form of government suited
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for the times. He even went so far as defending the Jesuits -- a
compliment that the Society of Jesus received with something leas
than pleuure.63
What the period, and the works, between 1820 and 1829 betray
most profoundly is the confusion, wavering and anxiety of a man
deeply disturbed by whet he sees around him. The anger and frus-
tration mix with enthusiasm and hope to form violent contrasts. He
works with a limited stock of received ideas which clash at every
turn with events not fully understood. He despises the tradition-
alism of the Ultras and of the society they are dreaming to re-
establish, yet he despises as gtrongly the Liberals and the philos-

ophy they stand for. There is, in Des progrés de la révolution, a

vague hint that true Catholics and Liberals might work together,
in a sort of pragmatic alliance, for political purposes. But he
makes it quite clear on the first two pages that the position he
advances is the only true and correct one: the Liberals had best
change some of their ideas if they wanted his support.

With this book, Lamennais gained in addition a reputation of
prophet. He predicted the overthrow of Monarchy;sh but his prophetic
gifts have been overstated. Not only were many others becoming dis-
1llusioned with Charles X's regime, but there exists a letter, dated
December 1827, addressed to Lamennais from a friend who was an
official in the finance ministry telling him that but for the Duc
of Orleans' cowardice the revolution would already have taken place.

It was, the author of the letter says, the talk of the 'l'.mm.66



He spent the year 1828 writing the manuscript of Des progres
de la révolution fully aware that his document would be a bomb-

shell, 67

The book came out in February 1829 and was immediately
attacked by the French hierarchy. Pope Leo XII had Just died
(10 Pebruary 1829), and the Archbishop of Paris thought it was time
to put Lamennais in his place. It seems to have been just the ex-
cuse Lamennais was looking for to give the Church a lesson in the-
ology, and at the same time bring pressure on the hierarchy while
St. Peter's seat wes va.cant.éa These attempts at intimidation
failed, but Lamennais did not realize it. Pope Pius VIII was
elected on March 30, 1829, and, although he sent encouraging words
to Lamennais soon after, he had already privately condemned the
book as "one vomited by the volcano of Mount Etna."69

Lemennais' purpose at this time is perfectly clear. Both the
book and the two letters are attempts to bring the Church back to
its original mission, that is, to give up its alliance with mon-
archy and the upper classes everyvhere, to turn toward the masses
and assume the political and social responsibility to lead these
toward "Christian freedom". He believed that this was the mission
with which Christ had charged the Church, to protect, defend, and
lead the poor and the oppressed everywhere, from the power, greed,
and selfishness of the rich.

These appeals were indeed revolutionary at the time, but what
introduced some misunderstanding was Lamennais' repeated uses of

the term "Christian freedom."” The right, symbolized by the review
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L'Ami de la Religion, accused him of being a left-wing revolution-

ary, while the left accused him of being a right-wing revolutionary.
Lamennais waited many months before spelling out what he meant by

"Christian freedom.” When he did, the Liberals of the period stop-
ped calling him their friend.7°

Des progrés de la révolution and the two letters to the Arch-

bishop of Paris show, however, a sign of evolution on Lemennais'
part that was to have an enormous impact on his later thinking.
In these are found numerous indications of scholarly research and
textual criticisms that are not found in his earlier works. To be
sure, these studies do not seem to be directed towards a better
understanding of the past nor of the factors at work in the making
of a nevw world. He already has in mind to write a multi-volume

Esquisse d'un systéme de philosophie catholique, and be is accumu-

lating material that can support the arguments that are to be the
building blocks of a modern Swumma Theologic .71 The corrosive effect
of these studies, however,would not become apparent to him until
later.

The founding of the newspaper L'Avenir, following the events
of July-August 1830, has often been described as the apotheosis
of Lemennais' career. L'Avemir is supposed to have generated a
movement that had an enormous and lasting impact. The ideas that
it propounded are always described as Lamennais' ideas and the in-
fluence it acquired because of these ideas are taken as a measure

of Lemennais' dominant position.72 Peter Stearns, in 1960,



reestablished a welcomed balance in the account of this movement
where homogeneity is clearly a myth. Professor Stearns also ques-
tioned and reduced to its proper proportion Lamennais' position and
influence in the movement. 'S

L'Avenir was founded not by Lamennais, who wrote only thirty
articles for it in its thirteen months of publication, but by
A, Harel du Tancrel. Du Tancrel's closest collaborators were La-
cordaire, de Coux, Montalembert, and Gerbet. Although all of them
publicly acknowledged Lamennais' leadership, and built up his image
in countless articles and references, they differed with him on
crucial issues and took advantage of his long absences from Paris
to put across their own ideas. In fact, reading this newspaper
over several months gives one the feeling that some of them were
deliberately using Lemennais' name and prestige to advocate their
own positions. De Coux was the loudest in demanding a political

association between Catholics and Liberals, ®

while Montalembert
and Harel du Tancrel showed their distaste for denocra.cy.75 As
for Lacordaire, his only concern was to advance the interests of
the Church. T

These positions clashed with the progrsm Lamennais, faithfully
aided by Gerbet,had tried to promote. Lamennais supported demands
for association of all Catholics, not only with those calling them-
selves Liberals, but with all those seeking freedom from oppression.
The need for association was not, however, part of a political pro-

gram to achieve specific reforms. It was made necessary to



reestablish a sadly lacking unity without which nothing could be

accomplished. T

His goal in asking for such an association was
directly opposed to that of de Coux who, in demanding that Cath-
olics and Liberals get together, wanted a limited reform of the
Cha.rter.78

Lemennais demanded a complete reform of the administration
in order to do away with the centralization which took all power
from provinces and communes and placed it in the hands of the
govermment in Paris. This demand was a corollary to his demand
for universal suffrage. He saw both as a way to give each indi-
vidusl an equal amount of political power. Montalembert and du
Tancrel supported his demand for decentralization but their hopes
were that such a reform would return some local power to the old,
traditional social groups which had been deprived of it since
1789.77 Both were opposed to Lemennais on the issue of universal
suffrage.

What appears as the most bitter conflict was the one between
Lamennais and Lacordaire, and explains the fact that Lacordaire
was the first to break with Lamennais in 1832. Lacordaire was not
opposed to democracy, but it is quite clear that democracy was not,
as it was for Lamennais, a paramount issue. Both demanded freedom;
but whereas Lamennais saw freedom as a positive social good, as a
means towards political and social evolution, Lacordaire saw it as
the means that would allow the Church, as a spiritual institution,

to regain its dominant position. Professor Stearns is correct to
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see in this divergence of views the reason for Lacordaire's
submission to the Church in 1832, "while Lamennais, with his
secular interest in a liberal society, equally naturally left
the church."80

Lamennais, after months of indecision and wavering, came
to the conclusion that democracy was the only viable political
system for the foreseeable future. This conclusion represented
a perfectly logical evolution of his earlier think:lng.el He was
quite down-to-earth about it: a democracy guided and educated by
the spiritual power of Rome was the only logical alternative to a
monarchical form of government which had demonstrated its unwilling-
ness and inability to acknowledge the supremacy of the Pope in
spiritual matters. No other option was admissible if man's natural
equality before God was to be preserved.

Lamennais' inclusion of freedom of speech, freedom of press,
and freedom of education as spiritual matters, however, is a clue
to a radical change in Lamennais' thinking which, except for Professor
Stearns, has not been otherwise noted. This is the secularism that
emanates from everything Lamennais wrote from 1830 onward. There is
considerable doubt that Lamennais was aware of this change. Not
only are all of the topics he treated of a political nature, but
he seemed to have been totally unconcerned about the Church's pri-
mary religious role. The political and social roles that he demanded
from the Church often appeared in his writings to be the only

desirable ecclesiastical functions.



Professor Stearns labelled as Liberal all three currents of
thought represented in the Avenir movement. Although it is fairly
difficult to know exactly what is meant by Liberal in the France
of the 1830's, it is fairly certain that those who can properly
be called Liberals did not look on democracy with favor and viewed
appeals to "the people” with distaste.? If one must look for the birtn

of French Liberal Catholicism in the Avenir movement, -- and nothing
but the tradition established at the turn of the century forces one
to do so -- attention should more properly be focused on the current
represented by de Coux, Montalembert and Harel du Tancrel, than on
the currents represented either by Lacordaire or Lamennais and
Gerbet.83 As Stearns properly stated, the failure of the Avenir
movement was undoubtedly due to the profound differences existing
between these groups on issues bearing directly om this quettion.eh

To show that Lamennais was not responsible for everything the
Avenir movement did, said or stood for, is not to imply that the
period 1830-1831 was not a crucial one for him. If the role he
played in public life is far less important than it has been made
out to be, the evolution of his thoughts and the much greater aware-
ness of the complexity of political problems which appeared in his
subsequent works, make this period all important for understanding
him. To be sure, from the material he published at this time, it
is hard to pin down firmly any substantive changes. It is only in
the late 1830's and early 1840's that he published what he worked

on after his political change of heart in early 1830. To obscure
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the situation further, he published two books, Parocles d'un croyant,

in 1834, and Le livre du peuple, in 1836, vhich became enormous

publishing successes and gained widespread attention; yet neither
provided any deeper insight into Lamennais' views. They are more

prises de position on his part, or justifications, than substantive

contributions to a specific doctrine.

Lamennais had come to the realization months before the July
Revolution that the authoritarianism of the traditional political
structure was no longer capable of coping with the changed attitude
of the masses. As a purely political phenomenon, Liberalism seemed
to represent a step forward, particularly in its more critical aspects.
By its attacks on politicel traditionalism, Liberalisam could be
truly liberating, thus helping to reestablish the fundamental equal-
ity of all men before God. What condemmed Liberalism, however, was
that, in Lamennais' eyes, politics could not be made to stand out-
side the metaphysical foundations that had given rise to it. By
rejecting the necessary metaphysical implications of their political
creed, Liberals were in fact setting up a political free-for-all
which allowed practices as unjust and as evil as the traditional
political structure itself. Where freedom was as unrestricted as
that demanded by the Liberals, money would become, and in his opinion
had already became, the new vortex from vwhich the new principles,

greed and selfishness, would henceforth rule.
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Lamennais perceived that as a political creed Liberalism
undoubtedly had some valid elements, but it could not become the
doctrine that French society needed to replace the o0ld one. The
only alternative was democracy, and, for & few years, Lamennais
did become emthusiastic about the possibility of a radical
democratic doctrine within a moral framework which would achieve
the early Christian ideal of Fraternity, Equality and Liberty.

A doctrine which reconciled a democratic political system
with moral Christian values needed, however, a rejuvenated Church
and a dedicated and educated clergy which would teach, and protect
these values against the more destructive forces always at work in
man and in society. This belief helps explain the variety of
Lamennais' activities during this period. He founded and led the

famous Congrégation de Saint-Pierre, which seems to have been an

institution dedicated exclusively to teaching the gospel according

to Lamennais. A few months later, the Agence générale pour la

défense de 1a liberté religieuse came into existence. Although

Lamennais was too busy to direct it himself, he firmly establish
the goal of this organization, which was to defend the legality of
religious freedom against all attacks, and to serve as a cover
organization in which all kinds of associations for the protection
of the weak and oppressed would seek refuge.

Despite an intense public life Lamennais continued to write
extensively. His articles for L'Avenir formed only a amall part
of a determined attempt to reach as wide an audience as possible.

He also had numerous correspondents from many parts of Europe
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and the volume of his correspondence became enormous. Moreover,

he had not yet given up the idea of writing a large synthetic work
on Catholic philosophy and seemed to have spent a great deal of time
studying and formulating the format for such a work. The frenzied
activity of the years 1829 to 1831 underlay his convictions that the
Church must change, must adapt herself to her new role of leading
the masses towards a world politically and socially more just.
Lamennais was utterly convinced that this was the Church's original
mission, and only by returning to it could she hope to play the part
that was rightfully hers.

This conviction is what the French writers of the late nine-
teenth century and early twentieth century did not recognize, nor
chose to recognize. It was not simply a matter of reconciling a
more liberal Church to a more liberal political regime. It was
not a matter of having Rome rallyling itself to the Republic. The
Church had to change radically in order to help change society as
radically.

What followed is too well-known to warrant lengthy exposition.
Rome had no intention of following Lamennais or. such a risky course
and, even if it had been willing, neither Metternich nor the July
Monarchy would have allowed it to do so. On August 12, 1832, the
encyclical Mirari vos condemned the program of L'Avenir without
naming Lamennais. Judging the encyclical to be a mere political
document written as a sign of the submission of Rome to St. Peters-

burg and Vienna, Lamennais prepared the text that would Jjustify
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him in the eyes of the people: Paroles d'un croyant. The second

and final condempation followed a few weeks later in the encyclical

Singulari nos. One of the two elements of Lamennais' political

doctrine -- namely, the Church -- had refused to accept her assigned
task. Was democracy any longer possible under these circumstances?
The basis for the belief that democracy had to be buttressed
by religion was only partly philosophical. Religious -or moral
principles are indispensable to any political system for the pro-
tection and welfare of all. Without these principles tyranny is
an ever present possibility. But if Lamennais seemed to have realized
that the traditional political structure could no longer be reconciled
with the aspirations of the masses, he also realized that democracy
would automatically alienate those attached to a more authoritarian,
traditional view of politics. In other words, both alternatives
split French society with little chance of early reconciliation. His
belief that a society must be united in order to be stable and orderly
led him to reject both alternatives and pushed him to try to formulate
a synthesis on which unanimity could be achieved.
His writings of the 1830's and 1840's endlessly repeat the
plea that equality, political, soc«ial, and economic, cannot be
achieved by taking from some in order to give to others. Taking
from the rich to give to the poor can only allenate the rich and
thus fall to achieve the needed reconci].‘latiog between those who
have and those who have not. Therefore, in spite of the pronounced

secularization of his thought from 1829, Lamennais always refused
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to accept either athelistic democracy or the new materialism of
capitalism and socialism.

Most writers have closed their narratives of Lamennais'
career in 1834, and some of those who do not, like F. Duine,
dismiss his later writings. In this context, it seems significant
to point out that compared to the inordinate amount of attention
paid to L'Avenir, vhose circulation never reached 3,000, little

has been written about Le Peuple Constituant, the newspaper

Lamennais published during the 1848 revolution, whose circulation
was more than twenty times that of L'Avenir, reaching the then
incredlble number of four hundred thousand copies on its last day
of publication. Of course, as Duine said, the influence of a
nevgpaper cannot be assessed in terms of its circulation. > But
all the evidence points to the fact that Lamennais' influence
increased rather than decreased after 1834. In the 1820's he
addressed himself to the clergy and upper classes and enjoyed a
substantial influence. In the 1830's and 1840's he addressed the
masses, and, as testified by the sale of his books and his several
elections in 1848-1849, his influence in terms of numbers, seems
to have been much greater. This, of course, conflicts with the
interpretation given of Lamennais' life and works by most French
writers.

With the exception of Paroles d'un croyant, which occasionally

appears on the reading list of courses on nineteenth-century French
literature, his later works are no longer read and are not supposed

to have any historical or literary significance. Nothing could be



more erroneous. For the sheer beauty of the language, the Affaires
de Rome contains some of the most exquisite pages ever written in

French.a6 To understand this period, Du procks d'Avril et de la

République, written in 1836, Politique P l'usége du peuple, which

consists of two volumes of articles published in Le Monde between

February 10, and June 15, 1837, De l'esclavage moderne, and Le pays

et le gouvernement, are valuable sources.

These works give an insight into the political atmosphere of
the July Monarchy not to be gained by the reading of more "moderate"
authors such as Duvergier de Hauranne ,87 a friend of Lamennais', or
'I’hurea.u.--Damgin.88 And, undoubtedly of all of his works the best and the
most penetrating introduction to understand Lamennais is his Discussions

critiques et pensées diverses sur la religion et la philosophie,

written between 1833 and 1838 and published in 184]1.

Lamennais' public activity between 1834 and 1847 is of little
interest. He withdrew into isolation in order to camplete his self-
appointed task. The often-repeated story that his break with the
Church resulted in twenty years of poverty and loneliness is a myth.
He was never well-off since he was a poor businessman who was repeat-
edly cheated by his publishers, but he managed quite well, leaving
a considerable sum at his dea.th.89 And his numerous letters show him
to have had many sincere and warm friendships. This period of his
life is only interrupted by a stay of one year in prison as a result

of the govermment's prosecution for the publication of le pays et le

gouvernement in 18L0.



It was a period of hard work. He tried to formulate a political
and social doctrine, but he was constantly interrupted by events and
issues which forced his attention away from his main task. In a wy,
this is {lluminating. Through his writings, we can glimpse the evolu-
tion of his thoughts, we can ascertain what problems appeared most
crucial and which gave him most difficulties. For he did not have
the training required for such an ambitious task. He was neither a
philosopher, nor a theologian, nor a political theorist. And his

magnum opus, L'Esquisse d'une philosophie, in which he tried to be all

three at the same time, is at times a monumental bore.

Lamennais faced a dilemma. He had a certain vision of what
society could be and ought to be. He was deeply human but never
fooled himself as to the altruism to be expected from men. In fact,
he vwas profoundly convinced that man could not be trusted ever to
deal fairly with his neighbors. With such a material, how could a
better society be made to work? No one before or since has found
an entirely satisfactory solution to this problem. But whereas many
give up hope of ever improving society in the face of this dilemma,
Lamennais never lost hope. He foresaw the split between a conservative,
religious right and a revolutionary, atheistic left that was to
characterize the later French political experience, and he projected
this vision into the world. He feared that this split would event-
uvally mean death for all mankind, and he thought it was all the more
urgent to convince people of the feasibility and desirability of a

society in vwhich peace, unity, and order would reign.



A strong semse of urgency prevented him from thinking matters
out carefully. To convince people, he had to repeat under various
guises the arguments he thought most important. His assumption of
the oneness and inter-relationship of all things led to a confusion
and obscurity that mar most of his later works. His fascination with
his own vision led him to overlook some of the economic and political
consequences of the very conditions that he described. And he never
had any real appreciation of what constitutes power in a modern
society.

It is somewhat futile to regret that in 1843 Lamennais rejected
Karl Marx and Arnold Ruge's offer to collaborate in the Annales franco-
allemandes. To agree to collasborate in such a project would have
meant the acceptance for Lamennais not only of the division of
society he so feared, but also of the possibility of seeing one
dictatorship replacing another. We shall observe later that Lamennais'
refusal to accept any of the various collectivist theories then being
proposed was based on his fear that they would eventually lead to the
vorst totalitarianism of a].‘l..9° And it takes more than a fair amount
of dogmatism to explain Lamennais' reputed failure simply because
he did not adopt a "scientific" attitude "towards the conditions of
the mases."gl

In the eyes of orthodox Catholics and rigid Marxists, Lamennais
failed because he refused to accept either of the solutioms they
offered. He perceived the two alternatives they presented, the mutual

exclusiveness of these alternatives, and the respective threats these

posed to French society.
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The attacks of which he was the object during the 1840's by the
left led to his exclusion from the socialist list in the elections
of April 23, 1848. At the same time he had acquired on the right the
reputation of a dangerous revolutionary. He was feared and ridiculed
by the very group of people, including Montalembert, who had lionized
him in the 1820's. Duine‘'s suggestion that this may have been due to
their incomprehension of the radical change that his career exhibited
is the most plausible explanation for an otherwise unwarranted reputa-
tion.92 Because by the 1840's, Lamennais showed himself both violently
anti-clerical and violently anti-Catholic, those, like Montalembert,
Benott D'Azy, and Lacordaire, who were sincere Catholics and did not
question the Church's authority even when they disagreed with her
position on some issues, may have seen Lamennais' secularism as a
betrayal of a position they had believed similar to theirs.

Lamennais' political failure is not due to the fact that he refused
to take sides, but rather it is due to the fact that he never succeeded
in presenting a new political philosophy on which all men could unite.
In spite of his claims, there was nothing new in what he said. It
often seems as if his only reason for reading what other French writers
were writing was to diemiss them. He had severed all connections
with the German writers with whom he had maintained a steady correspond-
ence in the 1820's and early 1830's. And he does not seem to have been
awvare of what was being discussed anywhere else. Yet he was widely

read.



39

What his readers savw in him varied with their political tempe-
rament. Did they like his criticisms of the July Momarchy and his
refusal to align himself with any group, or did the fact that he was
a former priest appeal to a growing secularism among the working
classes? There is also the possibility that before 1848 there existed
among many Frenchmen a longing for some sort of political and social
middle road to which, however inadequately, he gave expression. If
he was a fallure as a political thinker, he certainly was an enormous
success as a propagandist.

Five days after the beginning of the revolution of 1848, on
February 27, the first issue of Lamennais' newspaper lLe Peuple
Constituant appeared. It immediately became one of the most widely
read newspapers in Paris, and thousands of subscriptions flowed in
from the provinces. This success had one immediate result: Lamartine,
leader of the Moderates, went to some length to meet Lamennais often
to try to keep him from enflaming the situation -~ something that
Lamennais had no intention of doing in the first place. Om April 23,
he was elected on lLamartine's electoral list, and he began to write
what he thought was the constitution France needed to become once
more a unified, stable, and just society.

The publication of this constitution led the National Assembly
to elect him on May 17, as one of the three members of the commission

charged to draw up a constitution for the Second Republic. He



received fewer votes than Cormenin* but more than de Tocqueville.
What may also have helped him in this election was an article he
published the day before strongly disapproving the mass demonstration
of May 15. 1In this article he expressed a fear which is to be found
under various guises in almost all of his writings, that anarchy
must be avoided at all costs for it always leads to repression and
loss of freedom.

For reasons that he never divulged he resigned from the commis-
sion charged to draw a constitution at its second meeting. And he
went on to vote agalinst the adoption of the constitution of the Second
Republic, mainly, it seems, because it had been the outcome of poli-
tical bargaining among various groups in the Assembly.

Nothing illustrates Lamennais' limitations as a thinker as well
as his reaction to the bloody June days. If he expressed some under-
standing of the misery, suffering, and disillusion of the poorer
classes, he simply did not understand what could have made the Assembly
behave the way it did. He took refuge in the position of a pleading
martyr, preaching forgiveness, charity and brotherhood.gk

What seems to have radicalized him more than the June days was
the law requiring that newspapers pay a 24,000 frs. guarantee to
continue publication. Unable to raise this sum, he ceased publication
on July 11, but went on in the National Assembly to do in speech what

he could not do in writing.

* Cormenin, Louis Marie de Lahaye, vicomte de, 1788-1868; he had
published what seems to have been regarded as an important
introduction to administrative law entitled "De la centrali-

sation,” in 1842,
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In the elections of May 1849, he was reelected on a Democrat-
Socialist 1list. Since his salary as representative was insufficent,
he assumed the direction of the newspaper La Réforme for three
months at the end of 1849. On May 15, 1850, he was among those
who voted against the Lol Falloux, ostensibly to refuse to the
Church the control over education that he had earlier refused to
the government.

It is only late in 1852 that, in a conversation with the
American newspaperman Parke Godwin, he adopted a bluntly radical
position. All efforf.s at reconciliation having failed, and the
"aristocrats”" having shown repeatedly their unwillingness even to
share power with the people, the only solution left was their whole-
sale suppression.gs In spite of these occasional outbursts the new
regime left him alone. There are, however, evidences that the imperial
police kept a close watch on what he was doing, and even worried
over the extent of his influence.

The news of his death on February 27, 1854, spread so rapidly
and so widely that, warned by the Archbishop of Paris, the government
ordered that he be buried at seven in the morning of March 1, and
that only the close family be allowed to attend the funeral for fear
of possible demonstrations. In spite of these precautions, thousands
of Parisians followed the procession and a clash occurred with the
police at the cemetery of Pere Lachaise in which several persons were
injured. Tt was widely noticed that he had requested before his death

that he be buried in a pauper's grave without religious service.



Admittedly, Lamennais was able to transacend neither the ideas
nor the issues of his time. The solution that he proposed was a
strange mixture of revolutionary ideas and traditional concepts.

He reflects, perhaps better than any other French thinker of the
period, the confusion, hope, despair of a generation confronted
by a set of circumstances only dimly understood, but for which all
its received ideas are glaringly inadequate.

To understand Lemennais and, through him, the thousands who
hearkened to him during the 1830's and 18L0's, the conflicting
interpretations of his thoughts must be left aside. His own stated
purpose must not be subordinated to doctrinal disputes. His style
must not be taken for the content of his thoughts. That most of
his arguments were couched in the language of religion should not
blind readers to the fact that his concern, throughout his life, was
political. And, most important perhaps, ideas that were exposed or
clarified later must not force themselves onto parts of what was an

organic structure, thus shunting aside or making nonsense of the rest.
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Chapter II :THE NATURE OF LAMENNAIS' CONCERNS

The fundamental problem to which Lamennais addressed himself
was as old as political philosophy itself: how to maintain the social
order. Order, he assumed, is society's required state without which
it cannot survive, because each member of soclety requires this order
so as to evolve freely into what he ought to evolve. A power must
exist which, at society's bidding, maintains order while assuring the
freedom for individual development. But power by its very nature
always seeks to expand, thus being itself the greatest threat to what
it 1s supposed to protect.

Lamennais strove for a solution in the form of a political
system which would restrain the ever-menacing apocalyptic triumph
of evil in human society s0 as to prevent the rise of despotiam.

To achieve this dual purpose, this system had to be anchored in the
True Law. By this Lamennais meant the unity which binds man to man
and all men to God. Obedience to this law would produce the order
which would allow men to evolve freely towards their appointed
destiny.

The truth, for him, had therefore to be proclaimed, and the
necegsity of social unity explained. Men had to be shown the true
form of order and at the same time the real meaning of freedom had
to be explained to them. Truth, Unity, Order, Freedom: these are
the concepts Lamennais consistgntly used and wvhich must be examined
if the nature of his social and political criticisms is to be under-

stood.
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Truth

Freedom, for Lamennais, cannot be of primary concern as it is
first of all the result of a specific order that must be established
according to definite conditions. There cannot be freedom without order,
and order is the result of unity -- a unity which itself is the result
of the imposition of truth. If truth and unity are treated as secondary
concerns, and order and freedom as primary ones, ome can easily end
by mistaking Lamennais' definition of freedom for that proposed by
either Guizot or Royer-Collard.

Truth, for lLamennais, is the indispensable condition from which
everything else flows. It is not, however, a metaphysical statement
compelled by a need to fulfill some spiritual goal such as the correct
vay to attain salvation. In Lamennais®' view truth lacked doctrinal
features, especially those associated with traditional religious
belief. Truth is God, Eternal law, Life; Justice, Religion, depending
upon when and in what context Lamennais was writing. Truth indicates
the form and content of the good life, and, more specifically, what
human law must be in order to produce and guarantee amn orderly, stable
soc:lety.l Truth is a set of statements about man, what man really is,
and as such truth is vhat enables him to be and at the same time to
become what he truly can become. In other words, truth is a vision
vhich arises out of what man and his history are thought to be. Now,
a concept such as truth is elusive at best unless one believes oneself
to be in possession of it. Throughout his life Lamennais believed
himself so possessed. His concern, therefore, was not so much to

elaborate on the nature of truth as to show the neceasity of believing
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in it. From 1817 to 1848 he pointed indiscriminately at the Scriptures
and at history to show what he meant by truth. Only after 1834 was
he at pains to emphasize that the lessons to be drawn from the Scrip-
tures differed from the Church's interpretatiom of them. Scriptures,
history, mankind's common sense, all offer the same lesson: in all
times and in all circumstances man has acknowledged a definite set of
laws vhich enable him to become what he is ~- that is the truth, and
the best way to prove it 1s to show that deviation from these laws
produces chaos, disorder and dea'l:h.2

Lamennais began his career as a polemicist determined to show
that the dreadful stage reached by society was primarily the result

of a spreading disregard for truth. He began his Essai sur 1l'indif-

férence en matidre de religion with these words: "The most unhealthy

period in history is not the one which takes great interest in false
beliefs, but the period which neglects or scorns the truth.... Euro-
pean society is rapidly advancing toward this fatal stage."3 To scorn
the truth is to disregard willfully what makes man different fram
other living things, and to give up any attempt at bettering the humean
condition.

The primary cause of this shameful degradation is not
80 much the weaknesgs of our reason as its submission to the
body. Subdued by his senses, man gets into the habit of
Judging only by them. Reality is reduced to what he perceives;
all the rest appears as vague abstractions, fancles, ...
and vhat is remarkable is that the growth of the physical
sciences which ought to show man his superiority over the
brute, has only accelerated this abject tendency to lower
him to the level of animals.... Man, brutalized by his
senses, wholly occupied with physical pleasures, naturally
becames destructive.
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The situation in which man no longer cares for his spiritual
needs, in which he merely follows the dictates of his senses, and
in vhich the notion of right and duty are totally subordinate to
what is useful, Lamennais calls indifférence. This state of affairs
is clearly opposed to both the nature of soclety and the nature of
man as he conceived them. Beliefs determine both man's actions and
society's fate.6 Therefore a lack of interest regarding beliefs is
not only harmful but a lack of concern regarding what are correct
beliefs is the greatest danger that can face man and sof:it.et'.y.7

Lamennais' purpose in writing the Essal sur 1'indifférence was not

only to show that indifference was harmful, but also to show that it
was the result of the error of modern philosophy. The fundamental
cause of this degradation, this sinking into a state of indifference,
was to be found in "the principle of the sovereignty of na.n."a

This principle first appeared in Ancient Greece but was vanquished
by the arrival of Jesus Christ. It reappeared in the West when the
philosophy of Aristotle, adopted by the Arabs, was brought from
the East.9 Protestantism was a direct result of the reintroduction
of Aristotelian philosophy into the West.lo Descartes and his
disciples tried to destroy this principle's influence and succe-
eded in imposing a new philosophy. But Descartes failed to give
to his system a s0lid base because he began from the very same prin-
ciple the Greeks had and, therefore, despite their differences, the

philosophies of the Greeks and of Descartes resulted in the same
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thing: scepticism. Since Descartes, essentially three schools of
thought have attacked the problem. All of them started with the
same assumption, that man's reason is sovereign, and all of them have
feiled for this reason to give an adequate answer to this most fun-
damental of all questions: how is man to know the tmth?u

Each of these three schools of thought corresponds to one of
the three ways man can know. Reliance on man's senses as the means
to know the truth produced Materialism. This system was first ad-
vocated by Locke and followed by Condillac, Helvétius and Cabanis.
Reliance on man's feelings to perceive the truth produced Idealism.
This system wes being taught by Kant and his followers. Reliance
on man's reason to discover the truth produced Dogmatism. This
system was invented by Desca.rt;es.12 Although these systems rely
on three different means to reach the truth, all of them produce
the same result: uncertainty is greater than before. Thelr besic
error is that they tske the individual and his reason as the given
in their speculations. This is not only anti-Christian but "opposed
to nature" as well.l3

For Lamennais the modern world begins with the rise of Prot-
estantism and 18 characterized by Materialism and Hedonim.lh The
exclusive concern with the material world and the placing of the
individual at the center of all inquiries results in the banishment
of God's laws intc the realm of t‘a.ncy.]'lj Yet God's laws, Reason,

16

Truth and Justice,” are the bases of universal duties and righta.”

These in turn are the foundations of human society. To banish
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God's law into the realm of fancy is, therefore, to negate the
existence of universal @uties and rights. Yet society, to be worth
the name, must have a social, political, and juridical basis, In
the absence of God's laws, this is provided by force, a purely human
attribute, resulting in injustice, disunity and war.l8 For Lamen-
nais, a society for which duties and rights have become relative,
subject to individual caprice, cannot be called a "legitimate
society.“19

It can thus be seen that for Lamennais Society embodies a moral
structure which the State is designed to preserve. Soclety gives
rise to the State in order to be served by it and not the other way
around. Such an order can be preserved only as long as moral re-
straints keep the State within its legitimate sphere. Once these
morel restraints ere broken, there is nothing to prevent the exten-
sion of the State's power over Society until the natural order is
reversed and Society is made subservient to the State. The perfect
example of this reversal was the Napoleonic State which exercised
control, without justification and without giving account of its
actions to anyone or anything, over all of Society's activities,
religious, moral, intellectual, educational, and economic.

Although that monster had been destroyed, the doctrines which
had made this possible had not been banished. Therefore the poten-
tiality for despotimm remained and would persist wtil fts roet causes
had beem destroyed.
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The idea 1s now well established that "modern philosophy
begins in a sceptical crisia."ao Lamennajis would have agreed.
But whereas the modern world seems to have found ways to accamo-
date itself to the idea that “certain knowledge of reality">l
is beyond its reach, Lamennals remained convinced that there was
no way around this epistemological 1ssue; he insisted that a
principle of certitude could be established. This 1nsistence22
was the result of his belief that men needed assurance about the
correctness of their beliefs mot only in order to act but to act
in a manpner befitting thelr nature. BPBut if 1t is in the nature
of man to believe, man in general cannot be left free to decide
what he believes is true. In other words, reason cannot help
an individual arrive at the truth, he must receive this truth
once it has been established, believe it and act accordingly.

This essentially metaphysical problem remains a constitu-
ent part of Lamenpais' overriding political concerns. An insis-
tence on metaphysical clarification is merely an indication of
the distance that separates us from lLamennais. For him religion
was the necessary foundation upon which the political superstruc-
ture should be T:m:l.‘l.i:.a3 To separate politics from religion was,
of necessity, to institute despotism as the fundamental principle

of the State .2h
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He pointed to history to show that:

Of all times it has been felt that religion
was the unique foundation of duties, as in turm,
duties are the sole societal bond. Kothing can
make up for comscience for conscience makes up for
everything.... The legislators of antiquity did
not misjudge this; instead of foolishly arguing
against religion, they used it to consolidate the
social structure; they place it everywhere, in the
family and in the State, as a part of the consti-
tution and of the government.

This is an argument he used again and again, to show the con-
Junction of his ideas on this point with those of Plato, Aristotle
and C:I.c:ero.26 Throughout his career, several of his works were
written specifically to show that civilized man and civilized society
cannot survive when politics is cut off from rel:lg:lon.?’ This idea
had been held continuously by the Roman Catholic Church since the
late Raman Empire as lamennais often stressed.28 And his attacks
on the Gallican bishops in the 1820's and on the Papacy in the 1830's
show that he was adhering to this idea while in his opinion the
Church was betraying it.

To build "a bridge to certain knowledge of reality” is essen-
tially wvhat Lamennais was trying to do. Scepticism left man without
any guide for his actions and had, inevitably, to lesd to the belief
that man's reason was the proper tool to apprehend the truth. The end
result of this was indifference, once man was confronted with the
fact that truth kept on escaping him. Thus, either misinformed or
influenced by Catholic propaganda, he concluded that "Protestantism
is the source of indifference,” and "Descartes' system is nothing

but the philosophical theory of Protestantim."3o Such a philosophy



Lamennais claimed, allows any madman's claim to be proven true;31

a very logical conclusion, according to Profesgsor Popkin.32

Philosophically then, Lamennais assumed that "the principle
of the sovereignty of man" is to be found in the assertion that
"individual reason is infal]_ible"33 and this infallibility he
utterly denied.

¥here can we find the assurance of an immutable, neces-
sary rapport between truth and certain operations of our mind?

The rules for reasoning, relative to our nature, are perhaps

not less erroneous than the first notions from which we de-

duce them; and we ignore if our logic, instead of being a

tool to reach the truth, is not a theory to pramote error.

To say that the existence of reason demonstrates its infal-

libility is to say nothing; because this so-called demonstra-

tion suggoses the very infallibility we are supposed to demon-
strate.

It is not surprising that Lamennais did not wholly trust in
human reason for establishing with certainty what he called God's
law. Contrary to what has often been asserted, this attitude had
little to do with his Catholicism. He was one among many, including
Mne de Stadl, benjamin Constant, Guizot, Chateaubriand, steeped
into a tradition which had been badly shaken by the Terror of 1793-
1794, and later by the excesses of Napoleon.35 This attitude was
widely prevalent among certain circles at that time ~- circles
from which Lamennais had not yet detached himself. His faith
in human nature was rightly shaken, and his strong sense of justice
(équité is a word he used very often) revolted against the abuses
of power, the cynicism and venality he saw around hin.36 Convinced

that the underlying causes of the turmoil, injustice and suffering
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he was witnessing resided in the various philosophies prevalent at

the time, he could not but be dismayed by their continued acceptance.
The noxious philosophy which had made its appearance in Europe

with Protestantism had for Lamennais become embodied in two doctrines.

One was Gallicanism, the other Liberaliasm. After 1830 a third

doctrine made its appearance, and, in spite of its differences

with the other two, it was essentially founded on the same idea.

This third doctrine was Socialism. During the 1820's Lamennais

fought both Gallicanism and Iiberalism. His activities during this

period was, according to Professor Woodward, the death-blow of

Gallicanis:n.37

Liberalism was not, however, to be defeated so easily;
and from the early 1830's onwards, Lamennais unsuccessfully confronted
it while having to battle against the rising tide of Socialism. It

is quite clear that his opposition to these three doctrines was

based primarily on the fact that he saw them as materialistic doc-
trines which subordinated the moral world to the physical, vhen

their practices did not deny its existence altogether.

The clearest expression of this opposition is perhaps to be
found in his struggles against the lndependence of the French Cath-
olic Church from Papal authority. The accusation that Gallicanism
was a materialistic doctrine may seem odd and lamennais never made
such an accusation. However, Gallicanism was part cause, part result
of the assumption by men of an attribute which is God's alome,
Sovereignty. In other words, Gallicanism both acquiesced in and

helped Caesar to replace God.
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Of all the blasphemous acts, this was for Lamennais the greatest.
Not, however, because of what it took from God but because of the
effects it had on men. Sovereignty meant for Lamennais what it had
meant for most political thinkers since Jean Bodin : sovereignty
was the attribute of inalienable and unconditional political pomer.38
But whereas this attribute belongs to the sovereign in modern political
theory (no matter who or what is defined as the sovereign) Lamennais
insisted that such an attribute cannot welong to man or to a human
institution such as the State. "Quiconque fait la loi, exerce la

2 n39

souverainete, sajid Lamennais, clearly meaning that the law to be
legitimate must conform to reason, truth and justice. Reason, truth
and justice were not attributes that a man or a group of men can
possess; therefore, no man can make the law: no man can be sovereign.
Upon the assumption of sovereignty by one man or a few, degen-
eracy spread rapidly throughout Socie‘l:;r.l'o By separating the notion
of justice, that man cannot determine, from that of sovereignty,
pover and force become synonynoua.hl Sovereignty to be real and
legitimate must be based on the universal law c? ;)u.st:ice.h2 Sover-
eignty independent from this law cannot have any other basis than
force. Therefore, the assumption of sovereignty by men is essentially
despotic, and no matter wvhat regime assumes this sovereignty, in-
cluding Democracy, it always remains potentially despotic for it at
any time can disregard ;)\.m;ice.h3
The concept of sovereignty of man is the direct result of in-

difference. Indifference, as has been shown, is itself the result



of the failure of philosophy to establish the existence of universal
duty and right with certainty. It is this failure which forced
philosophy to declare that each man is master of himself.“‘ And if
each man 1s master of himself, the only ground upon which one man,
or a group of men, can declare his sovereignty over other men is
force. A society which insists upon separating sovereignty from the
universal law of justice which 18 God, cannot but have slavery as
its essential fomdation.%

Truth, therefore, for Lamennais, is an objective reality inde-
pendent of man's reason. It is the source of the laws governing
man and society and that which must be made evident and imposed on
all men if society is to became the unity that it is supposed to be.
That truth is the essential foundation upon which must rest an ade-
quate political system is a belief that Lamenneis never doubted,
even vhen, later on in life, this bellef led him to a dilemms he

wvas unable to solve.
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Unity

The existence of truth as an objective reality dictates that
its rule 1s always and everywhere the same. Since the object of
this rule is first of all socliety, unity is society's primary char-
acteristic and condition. The survival of society, and implicitly
of man, depends, therefore, on the obedience to laws designed to
ensure and protect unity. But man's reason is unable by itself to
distinguish truth from falsehood, and, if man is let free to do as
he pleases, some of his acts will be disruptive because they will
be contrary to what he ought to do. At this point Lamennais's cri-
tique replies to Descartes' assertion in his Meditations that "What-
ever is clearly and distinctly perceived is true." Such an asser-
tion can only produce endless competition between various claims
to truth, and thus shatter the unity of thought necessary to society's

47 But lLamennais' attacks on Cartesianism were due to

survival.
its having given philosophical legitimacy, in his opinion, to Pro-
testantism. He put the blame squarely on Luther for having started
the whole controversy and on Hobbes for having given it political
legitimacy. "Modern philosophy,” as Lamennais called the whole
trend of thought since Luther, flatter man's importance and made
him lose his ability to recognize the truth. The competition
between the various claims to truth since the Reformation had shat-
tered the unity achieved by Christendom; wars and further claims
to truth had multiplied endlessly, ending in the utter chaos of the

1790's.



Now, although unity was clearly the result of tha rule of
truth, its necessity was made clear by man's universal desire to
be happy.

"Happiness is the natural end of man, he desires invincibly to
be happy; but too often unrelisble reason and passions blind him,
lead him away from the term to which he aspires so t‘erven't:ly."h8
The laws designed to make possible, or bring about, happiness in
man must conform to the laws to which men by nature are subject.

These laws, their study and propagation are the province of
religion, whereas the enactment and enforcement of human laws are
the province of politics. In other words, matural law is to posi-
tive law what religion is to politics. And whatever in positive
law does not conform to natural lew is automatically invalid. La-
mennais was thus taking up the position that the "ecclesiastical
party" had founded five hundred years earlier in order to establish
"the sovereignty of the Spiritual Power."h9 The main point of Des

progrés de la révolution (1828) is that Christianity, in recognizing

no absolute sovereignty but that of God, does not abandon the masses
to the tender mercies of kings and princes, but "acknowledges the
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existence of a law of justice and truth above human powers.
establish the validity and truth of such a law is essentially what

Lamennais tried to do in the first four volumes of Esquisse d'une

philosophie published from 1840, This was an attempt to formulate
a moral philosophy which would serve as & foundation for his politi-

cal theory. Christianity, however, does not play any part in this
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work. The theory, therefore, which, in the 1820's was used by him
ag it had been used centuries earlier to eatablish the absolute
power of the Church over all temporal affairs, was used in the
1840's as a revolutionary appesal to try to sweep injustice and
greed out of government. But his point remained the same. The
lack of unity is the result of disregard for truth. The lack of
unity fosters disorder which allows some men to take advantage of
their strength to impose their wills on others, thus fostering
further disorder and disunity.

At the beginning of his Des progrds de la révolution, he wrote:

"Institutions, laws, governments draw all their strength from an
unquestionable general convergence of thoughts and wills. What is
power without obedience? What is Right without Duty?"sl To these
questions he provides an answer in a defiant challenge addressed to
the Liberals. "And where else but in God can the reason for duty
be found, the principle of obligation which submits heretofore in-
dependent wills to another equal will? What right does man possess
over man?"52 In other words, the duties which bind men together are
the principles of obligation which legitimatize power.53 If rights
are to be guarenteed, duties must be performed by all. But power,
to be legitimate, must not only respect and guarantee rights as
well as enforce duties, the duties that give it legitimacy must
themselves be legitimate. Power of man over man, or force, is not
and cannot be legitimate. Only duties imposed by God are. It
therefore follows that unity, "the principle of society,"sh can only

result if univergal duties are enforced and obeyed by all.



In 1817, Lamennais made a point of stressing the oneness and
universality of the Church, thus emphasizing his belief that "civi-
lized" society was nothing but the body of the Roman Catholic be-
lievera.ss This body was the only one that had chosen to obey
Chrisf's words, following "the constant practice of all the centu-
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ries."” Those who had rejected the authority of Christ's words

a8 Interpreted by the Church and replaced it with free inquiry were

o7 Now, this was

responsible for all the inequities that followed.
not simply ancther doctrinal dispute between Catholics and Protes-
tants. Arguments showing the superiority of the Catholic doctrine
over the Protestant one are nowhere to be found in Lamennais' works.
His argument rested on a single assumption: man needed assurance
of the correctness of his beliefs in order to behave as he should
behave, and this assurance could only come from the unquestioned
acceptance of these beliefs by all. Acceptance of monotheism
must lead to acceptance of the idea that duties were the same for
all. To question the uniqueness or the universality of these dutiles
was tantamount to denying the existence of God.58 He cited the
example of Bolingbroke who, having rejected authority for free in-
quiry, had been led to justify polygamy, libertinage, adultery,
incest, etc....59 Thirty years later, having in the meantime
rejected the authority of the Church himself, Lamennais still held
on to the idea that duties that bind all men everywhere and at
all times were the same . The uniqueness and universality of these

duties had to be recognized so that all men not only would know
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what they must do, but also would know that what they did was right.
The performance of these duties in their sum effects, gave rise to
unity -- a unity necessary for it underlied the order that was requi-

red if men's desire to be happy were to be fulfilled.



Order

Lamennais' concept of unity was closely bound with that of
order. They were respectively each other's cause and result. There
could not be unity without order, not could order be possible with-
out unity. If unity was to be achieved through universal acceptance
of God-given duties, order was achieved through the performance of
these duties. The end result of both was to be human happiness.
Now, for Lamennais, happiness was neither a materialistic nor an
hedonistic concept. It was the state of beings who have reached

their perfection: "The happiness of men is in their perfection and,
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the closer they get to perfection, the closer they get to happineas."&

The process by which everything naturally tends toward perfection is
what Lamennais called order.6'.L "The perfection of all creatures
being relative to their nature, it follows that no being, and man

in particular, can be happy except by living in perfect comformity

with the laws which result from his nature. In other words, happiness

exists only within order."®2

Here is in brief St. Augustine's vision of a universal order

within which everything in its essence underscores a cosmic un:lty.63
This is not meant to suggest a comparison between the works of St.
Aﬁgustine and those of Lamennais. Lamennais was almost exclusively

concerned with the temporal order and, more specifically, with man's

relations to power. In fact, although he borrowed terms and ideas from

St. Augustine, he depended much more heavily upon the medieval theory

of society as developed by St. Thomas Aquinas. Order, however, was



69

not merely an external condition imposed with more or less coercion
by the State. It was also and primarily an internal conditionm.

Man's happiness depended first "on the proper ordering” of his various
faculties, and second on the comdition that "each of his faculties
either reach their perfect development or enjoy the object that

w6l The State therefore must respect and acknow-

corresponds to it.
ledge the proper ordering of man's faculties, and, eqﬁally, acknow-
ledge the condition suitable for their development. In the first case
this knowledge was that of the laws derived from man's nature and in
the second of laws derived from the nature of society. Order thus
resulted from obedience to laws both in a personal and a social sense.
Laws were rules whose unquestioned acceptance vas a necessity no one
could do without; they were the basis not only of the relationships
among men but also of an individual's immediate actions.

The laws which were derived fram the nature of society must be
obeyed so as to produce peace which was the "necessary condition as
well as the result of harmonious relations between nen."65 These
laws, however, were not made by one man, for this was the essence
of despotim.66 They were the laws of God as manifested in the

general sense of nankind.67

In effect, "one can neither conceive
of possible order without laws, nor of true laws if they are not
compulsory rules applying to the ruler hinself."68 If the autho-
rity of the State was the embodiment of a set of rules reflecting
God's will, it goes without saying that its power was not to be

synonymous with force. Yet force, of necessity, could not be
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entirely absent; it was according to Lamennals, a component of

power. Power, he said in his discussion on freedom, "is the union
of authority and force."69 Power and force become synonymous when
the notion of Justice is separated from that of sovereignty.7°
"Rights and Justice" must be the base of all relations between sub-

L

Jects and sovereign, otherwise authority is illegitimate. In

other words, the laws derived from the nature of soclety were what

Lamennais called Justice, or God's w111.72

It was exclusively
from their aspplication that right order ensued. Order imposed by
an illegitimate authority, i.e., any authority not applying these
laws to society and to itself, could not result in peace.

The various claims to truth that had arisen since Luther's
time had produced competition and conflicts which had disrupted
society's natural order. To solve this problem and avoid error man
had to be made to heed St. Augustine's advice: "Natural order re-
quires that, when we learn something, authority precedes reason."73
It could of course be objected that such an advice, if followed,
would lead to an authoritarianism totally disrespectful of dis-
senting claims not necessarily having anything to do with objective
truth. Conscious of this objection, Lamennais in 1828 made a point
of emphesizing that the jurisdiction of the spiritual authority is
always voluntary, that whatever it decides has any result only so
long as the "minds submit to it freely." No one can ever complain
about its judgments "which could not possibly be executed, unless
accepted first, because the tribunal from which they emanate is

deprived of all coercive force."7h



We can see then that "authority,” that is the legal power of
the State, whose duty was to maintain order, had two different ju-
risdictions, one societal, the other spiritual. But both were in-
extricably mixed: whatever an individual believed would determine
not only his personal behavior but also his social behavior. The
laws deriving from the nature of society would be therefore closely
linked to the laws deriving from the nature of man. What this
meant in fact was that there could not be two authorities but only
one. The temporal authority whose duty was to maintain societal
order must also be the spiritual authority whose duty was to main-
tain personal or man's inner order. In fact, the spiritual order
(the domain of religion) was the condition sine qua non of societal
order. In other words society could not exist without religion,75
because religion was "the exact expression of the natural or neces-
sary relationships between men," expressed in "the constitution, the
laws, the customs ... converging in perfect harmony towards the same
goal," -- which was "a State well ordered and a happy society."76

Order became possible only when power emanated from God:

religion must control politics. To dissociate religion from politics,

77

which was what he accused Hobbes and Shaftesbury of doing,' ' was to

substitute force for jJustice (God's law), as the basis for power,

and thus lay the ground for despotism and disorder.78

71

With such a view Lamennais could resolutely reject this "degrading

and deadly doctrine according to which man, slave to the unique in-

fluence of self-interest, has no other motive for his actions than



love of self."”9 This doctrine -- which propounded the notion that
men "owe each other nothing, have no other rule than their individual
wills directed only by thelr self-interests, and thus are established
in a permanent state of war,"ao -=.produced exactly the campetition
and conflicts that he saw as inimical to society's survival and op-
posed to man's search for happiness.

Because he conceived order as the very condition of society's
survival, Lamennais spent many years trying to establish with cer-
tainty the validity of the rules man ought to follow. He ultimately
recognized the impossibility of reaching the truth and confessed his
failure,sl but he never lost hope that, with the help of science,
greater knowledge of history, and of "man's laws,” eventually Truth
would be discavered.aa

Lamennais can be, and has been, criticized for his failure to
understand that man does "not feel the necessity of relating every
action to some ultimate principles; ... [that he 137 unavare of or
unvorried by inconsistency between belief and practice; ... / that
he is/ cheerfully muddling through without soul shaking and breast
beating."83 He failed to see that logically there is no necessary
connection between knowledge and action.

From this discussion it can be seen first that_ order for Lamen-
nais meant obedience to a legal frawmework which would have its source
in the laws of God. It can also be seen that any political doctrine
rejecting these laws, or accepting them in theory but rejecting them
in practice, could not achieve what for him was essential and still

preserve the second condition necessary to a healthy society: freedom.

T2
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Freedom

So much stress has been placed upon Lamennais' authoritarianisam
in the early phase of his career that it has been generally overlooked
that his concern with order was merely an indispensible first step
toward establishing firm foundations on which real and effective free-
dom could rest. The notoriety of his first major work, Essal sur

1'indifférence en matidre de religion, obscured the fact that he was

at the very same time ﬁriting several short works on the nature of
freedal.ah

In these he said that man can be free only in a society in
which power, i.e., the legitimate authority of the State, maintains
order.as But, as we have seen, order was not simply the result of
obedience to any law. Lamennais remained convinced that human law,
if separated from God's lav, vas bound to lead to despotisam.

According to Lamennais, despotiam could come about in three
ways. Under a monarchic form of govermment despotism came about
vhen the sovereign was freed "of all rule of justice externally
imposed."” This was what Gallicanism "in the name of God" had done
by freeing the French Crown from Papal mtt;h<:~ri1:y.86

Under a liberal, i.e., parliamentary, form of govermment "all
notion of right and duty” was overturned because liberalism "denies
that there exists any fixed rapport between God and man" and thus
leads to anarchy and despotism "by substituting for legitimate and
true power, a purely human power; that is to say in confusing sov-
ereignty with blind fo:rce."87 We will see later that Lamennais'



opposition to Liberalism was based on his understanding that the
propohents of this doctrine, in which he included Rousseau,

placed ultimate authority for man's actions in individual reason.
This, for him, was tantamount to asking for total freedom in the
abstract, which could only lead to anarchy and hence to delpotin.ag

Under a collectivist form of government, either socialist or
communist, what made man potentially and effectively free, i.e.,
the necessarily individual moral bond that tied each man to God,
was taken away from him; he became but a small fraction of a large
whole called society. This depersonalization effectively laid the
ground for the worst type of slavery.go Thus despotism could be
the result of either too little or too much freedom.

It can even be said that lLamennais' dislike of all modern
philosophies since the sixteenth century was based on a fear that
they, by one means or another, removed all the restraints man had
previously known. "All the errors that have ever existed in the
world ... come from the negation of authority. The heretic denies
the authority of the Church, the deist denies that of Jesus Christ
and of all Christian societies, the atheist that of mankind. It
is the same thing in politics and even in the s<::lences.”9l There
was then no such a thing as freedom as an abstract concept. This
denial was not so much the result of his scant faith in human reason
as of his belief that personal freedom would be irrelevant in a
society that met all the needs of the individual, not excluding
the spiritual ones. This is what led him to state that "since man
is free only in society and society is not able to survive without

g2
power, it follows that power is the first conditiom of freedom.”
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Now this statement may be interpreted as an index of Lamennais’
authoritarianism. It simply meant, as he was careful to explain,
that the State must be the guarantor of certain rights. In other
words the existence of rights presupposed the existence of govern-
ments, or in Lamennais' word "authority." "In political society,
authority is the general sense of soclety as given expression in the
laws. Power is the union of authority and force. Man is free when
he obeys ﬁhi_s_./ power, because he cbeys reason, the order that pre-
serves society and each of its members."93 But distortions occur
either in society, and thus by reflection in the State which ought
to reflect the general sense of society, or in the State ltself
vhich will then "contaminate" society.

Hence the need of religion on which depends "the perfection of
authority” by "enlightening and developing the general sense of

*9  preservation and development of freedom was therefore

society.

the first point of contact between politics and religiomn: "Power

being the foundation of freedom, freedom will be greater as power

is more perfect."%
As early as 1820, Lamennais had thus sharply delimited the context

in which he proposed to deal with the problem of freedom. To say,

in an arucie entitled "De 1a liberté," that "in political society,

authority is the general sense of society as given expression in

the laws" was a very short step from saying that governments derive

their powers from the comsent of the governed, or at least of those

vho have acquired and given expression to the "true" sense of society.



16

And to say that despotism was "the reason of one man substituted
a7

for the general sense of society,”” was to say that the State
which ought to be the guarantor of freedam was also 1ts greatest
threat.

This article was an elaboration of thoughts he had expressed
earlier in volume one of his Essai. Criticizing the Social Contract
theory of Hobbes he had stated:"Servitude comsists not in obedience
to authority, which is, quite the contrary, the only real liberty,
but it consists in submission to an authority devoid of right."98
If obedience to rightful authority was truly freedom, subjects must
have specific claims to freedom from that authority. In his writings
these claims were usually formulated as specific demands directed
against actual abuses on the part of the government. Several impli-
cations flow from this assertion. First, to be legitimate these
claims to freedom must be seen as inherent rights belonging equally
to all. Second, their acknowledgement by the govermment was the first
condition of a morally acceptable society. Third, freedom could not
be equated with power to do certain things; govermments were not free
to use their power as they chose: if they represented "rightful autho-
rity" the use of their power was a duty; if their authority was not
legitimate, obedience was not due to them. This meant that govern-
mental powers were placed under the same restraints that apply to the
sub;)ects.gg And finally, since rights were claims on other persons,

rights never ceased to have an ethical content.



The conclusion that emerged from this was the absolute need for
an infallible authority which would guarantee that the law was respec-
ted by all and specially by those in positions of pover.loo It also
followed that it was impossible to separate ethics from politics.
These were indeed the two points Lamennais repeatedly made in his
writings. Until 1832 he was torn between revelation and history as
the source of infallibility; after 1834 both history and science were
to be the sources of it.'ml There was a similar break in his thought
concerning the nature of the restraints imposed on politics. Until
1832 religion and politics could not be separated because religion
wvas Cod's law, and God's law was what must guide men's actions. After
1832 religion still meant God's law but the emphasis was no longer
on the religious but on the ethical. This break betrayed his growing
awareness of the impossibility to bridge the chasm that existed between
what he called Christianity and Catholicism. After his break with the
Church, Christianity remained a set of ethical principles to which
the Church had simply refused to be brought back.

This belief in the existence of ethical principles, largely
religious at the outset, offered a solid ground for criticism of
existing ideas and practices. These principles were seen as "natu-
ral," eternally and universally applicable. They could be comtrasted
with the conventional, the varied, transient of everyday life, and
thus could be used as a powerful solvent against the rigidity of

customary behavior and traditionalism of political institutiomns.



Belief in such principles can only lead to a rejection of the
definition of politics as conquest and use of power. And the form
of government matters less than its conduct. This belief in the
existence of ethical principles, God's gift to man, was the justi-
fication for his claims to freedom, and at the same time determined
the nature of these claims. One of these claims was freedom of
education. A discussion of this topic at this time will serve to
illustrate both Lamennais' concept of freedom and the importance of
education in his doctrine. As early as 1814 he had called for the
granting of total freedom to set up schools and colleges.lo3 In
1818 he wrote a pamphlet entitled "Education Considered in its Re-
lationship to Liberty" in which he demanded complete freedom of
education.lou

But at that time Lamennais still placed his confidence in au-
thority to impose changes and the freedom he demanded was limited.
This pamphlet was in fact less a demand for freedom of education
than a demand for education free from the secular control of the
State. He called this control "servitude of mind," "the most de-
grading of all despotisms, because it is exercised over what is
noblest in men, t'.hough‘t‘.."]'o5 The government must not and cannot
be in control of what is taught because "it is through education
that necessary truths and useful knowledge is propagated; it is
education which develops intelligence, regulates customs, and forms

the mind." Such control would reduce mankind to a "kind of auto-

maton, an organized mass which would receive its thought, not from
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its environment and its needs, but from the govermment,” thus des-

w106 But this did not mean that

troying "man's natural liberties.
the govermment did not have duties regarding education. If it must
offer education to all -~ free and universal education provided by
the govermment was a right which Lamennais claimed throughout his
life as one of the most basic; reference +o it is to be found in al-
most every one of his writings after 1834, -- it had the duty to over-
see what was taught, to suppress schools where the teaching was "dan-
gerous for the State, for morality, or serves to propagate doctrines
that are bad for society."lm
This statement clearly demanded a censorship of what was taught
and conflicts with Lamennais' demand that "man has a right to learn
everything his faculties and social position allows him to learn ...
thus, by its nature, the teaching of human knowledge is essentially
free and the rules to which it is proper to submit it are equitable
only s0 long as they respect this m."loe And he added further,
"The abuse that men make of their knowledge is not a reasom to forbid

it to then."log

Having been a teacher himself he may not have reco-
gnized this as a contradiction, since he placed his faith in the
"morality” of those who would propagate knowledge. What was more
probable was that lLamennais believed that error, bad habits and false
opinions were the result of the advocacy of doctrines justifying the

use of force for the sake of the domination of some men over others.

If this domination were ended, in the case of education by freeing it
from State control, free education would quickly destroy these doctrines

and men would again be in a position to distinguish where the truth lies.



What made domination of men by men "unnatural” and the doctrines,
such as that of Hobbes, which legitimized this domination, so vicious,
was that "all men are equal” and that no one had the right to arrogate
to himself what was preeminently God's, namely sovereignty.uo

Freedom was thus a function of equality. This equality was the
possession of reason, the ability to discriminate between right and
wrong, vhich was the result of the eternal law that binds all men to
to God. "Intelligent beings are united by a divine law, anterior
to all positive institutions, and without which they would be eter-
nally isolated. This universal law constitutes society because it
alone creates duties and rights."lll

Thus freedom was the right not to have false opinions and beliefs
imposed on oneself. It was the right to be what by nature one was,
that is, fundamentally able to recognize right and wrong and follow
an innate ability to choose cormct.:ly.u'2 This is why, more than
thirty years later, 1851, he voted against the loi Falloux. Being
then convinced that the Church's authority was as harmful as that
of the State, he opposed its imposition over education as he had
opposed that of the State throughout his career. 1If in 1818 he
vas willing to place power of censorship into the govermment's
hands it was because he was then hoping that “true Monarchy" could
be restored.ll3 Two years later he published a pamphlet in which
he exposed what he thought liberty ns.uh The same idea underlies

what he said: freedom resulted when society allowed man to be what



he is; this was in fact what made a society morally acceptable.
But the State must ever be present to enforce society's standards,
i.e., make sure that "man's passions" were kept under control.

Liberty is not free will; because by virtue of free will
itself, nations as well as individuals can lose their freedom
.es o Liberty is not independence either, because indepen-
dence is a chimera, a word empty of meaning unless it signifies
nothingness. Every created being necessarily depends on his
creator; he depends on everything that is, because nothing
exists in isolation. It is this reciprocity of communication
and subjection which maintains_the harmony in the magnificent
ensemble of the works of God.ll>

What was liberty, then if it was neither independence nor free

will? Liberty, in the most general sense, was the condition which
allowed man to become what he ought to bec:cnne.]']'6

Man cannot be intellectually free except in society, because,
cut off from interaction with other men, his intelligence vegetates

117

and dies. Man cannot be morally free except in society, because

only in society can he know religion which "contains his pauions."ue

"In fact, passions and liberty are mutually exclusive." 2 Man
cannot be physically free except in society because by himself in
nature he would have to live like a beast.lzo

The attainment of liberty therefore depends on the individual's
willingness to be free and on the society in which bhe lives., If
society does not allow man to be free, intellectuelly, morally and
physically, man cannot of himself be free or consider himself free.
But given a society which allows man to be free, man must will his
freedom, intellectually by developing his intelligence, morally by

"containing” his passions, physically by behaving like a human being.
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For Lamenneis then, freedom was not a spiritual atatg one can
reach regardless of the physical environment in which one lives;
it was a state wholly dependent upon society, which was itself
served by the legitimate authority vested in the State. Freedom,
80 to speak, was the principle which, within limits, allowed men
to participate actively in their own moral, intellectual, and mate-
rial improvements. "Everything which supports the development of
human beings, either directly, or by pushing aside the obstacles
which oppose this development, favors freedom."21

Laws and their enforcement by the State ecould either favor
or prevent the development of freedom. "Two things constitute
liberty: the legitimacy of power and the conformity of its action
with immutable justice; and liberty therefore, is the first law,
the fundamental, essential law of society."122 This statement
written in 1829 was in all essentials similar to those found in his
writings ten years earlier, The only difference was that by now he
had lost his confidence in monarchy as the power that could be made
legitimate. Also his advocacy of force as a means to combat error
had disappeared.

Renounce to put men's minds in chains; understand that
when they err, they are never brought back but by free per-
suasion, and that they can be submitted to what is just and
true only by spiritual weapons. Evil, the great evil, is

that there is no faith in the power of Truth, that we believe

in man's violence and do not believe in the strength of God. 123

This undoubtedly represented a liberalization of Lemennais' thought,

if by liberalization is meant a greater generosity of spirit, a



greater tolerance of others, a greater belief in the worth and
dignity of man and a rejection of physical means of repression.
This liberalization was completed with the enunciation of the
freedoms demanded by L'Avenir in 1830. Freedom of education was no
longer hedged about by a right of censorship by the government and
was preceded by the demand for freedom of conscience "full, uni-

nl2h Freedom .

versal, without distinction and without privileges.
of the press was a corollary to freedom of speech, and freedom of
association was spelled out as a precaution against the encroach-
ments of power.]25 His fifth demand was a direct result of the
implication that freedom was dependent on equality: suffrage had
to be extended to a11.126 But all these claims to freedom were

not to be granted by law, or embodied in a constitution. The State
"does not make the law, it simply executes it. The law is, in
everything touching man's freedom, the will of the collective indi-
vidual called society."m Freedom thus did not find its origin

in the law; it was pre-existent to political society and the fumc-
tion of the State was to guarantee its ccmservai::i.on.l28 On May 23,
1831, Lamennais violently attacked the king for having said that
freedom consisted in the rule of Jaw.lag This article was a

direct slap both at the Social Contract theory and at the partisans
of majority rule. For the law, man-made law, could be as unjust

and as tyrannical as the unlimited power of one man. "Is there
freedom when the law orders or sanctions slavery?" he not improperly

130
asked. 3
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In Lamennais' view freedom could not be legislated. Man-made
laws must conform to & higher law, to Justice "because Justice is

GM . "131

How, it may be asked, can we be sure that positive law
truly will conform to this higher law? There was no suggestion in
Lamennais'® writings that the free clash of ideas and opinions could
produce the truth. The demands he enunciated in 1830 covered, in
all essentials, man's needs to himself and gave him the means to
protect himself from illegitimate power. Lamennsis may have hoped
that removal of restraints over men's minds would allow truth to
emerge. In the constitution he wrote in 1848 a high court, elected
by all the judges in the nation, themselves elected locally by
universal suffrage, was given the power to review all laws adopted
by the National Assembly and reject all those which in any way
threatened the freedom and equality of opportunity of individuals.l32
Were the judges of this high court, elected be it noted, not by
universal suffrage or naminated by the govermment but by all the
elected judges of the nation, a modern version of the Stoics'
"wise nen?"l33

It will be noticed that throughout Lamennais' discussion, he
always emphasized freedom from restraints imposed on men by men,
while freedam itself was nothing but the ability to make a choice ==
choice that was seriously limited by both natural and positive laws.
The limits, however, imposed by natural law were the very conditioms
of the existence of freedam on the one hand, while the limits im-
posed by positive law were the very conditions of its conservation.
This was the reason for the necessary conformity of positive law to

natural law.
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If man was free to choose, there was no assurance that he
would choose correctly even if he was "reasonable.” ("Tout est
mixte dans la vie humaine: pas un acte raisonnable qui ne renferme
un usage bon ou mauvais de la volonté, et qui par conséquent ne
reléve de la loi morale .")13h Fifteen years earlier, he had already
stated his belief in the complete relativity of man's moral sense.l3S
Thus anyone's rights to do anything involved not only possible
curtailment of someone else's freedom but also power to prevent
and correct bad "usage" of these rights.

This two-fold paradox Lamennais attempted to solve by trying
to instill in all men 2 common sense of obligation. If all indi-
viduals were made aware that they ell shared something in common,
they would put social goods above individual ones and conflicts of
interest would dissppear. Moreover if they recognized that the law
they must obey was just, they would obey it, thus obviating the need
for coercion.

The problem was thus two-fold: to evolve an absolute standard
of Jjustice which would serve as the basis for laws, and to foster
a universal sense of obligation. Lamennais' solution of the first
problem is the subject of analysis in a subsequent chapter. What
must be examined here are his attempts at fostering a sense of uni-
versal obligation.

In 1825 he said that to declare "that sovereignty is tied to
no obligation either towards God or towards men is to conatitute -

a monstrous despotism and prepare for an anarchy more monstrous
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n136  preedom was antithetical to despotism and anarchy. But

still,
we have seen that for Lamennais modern philosophies propounded a
theory of sovereignty affecting both man and the State. To declare
that man was sovereign was to endow the State with the same char-
acter. The result of this was the denial of any obligation either
on the part of the State to a higher law on the one hand and to its
subjects on the other, or on the part of individuals towards one
another. This for Lamennais effectively isolated individuals and
prevented them from keeping an effective watch over those who govern
them. It also removed any restraint from those wielding power.

Since the nature of power is to continually expand, lack of restraint
on the part of those wielding it was bound to result in despotism,
which as far as he was concerned, had already occurred.

Thus the need for a theory of obligation, binding individuals
together, was a precondition far establishing a morally acceptable,
orderly society. This theory of obligation Lamennais found in re-~
ligion. "Religion, superior law of free and intelligent man, com-
prises at the same time the precepts which, regulating his will,
regulate his acts in respect to good and evil, and give the reason

w137 This sentence was written

for the existence for these precepts.
in 1848, in the preface of the first volume of Part III of his

Esquisse d'une philosophie. The subject of this volume was a demon-

stration that politics and morality were two faces of -the same
coin. At that time he was convinced that religion, which was "the

moral order outside of which no life is possible,"l38 consisted of



time~-tested propositions recognizable throughout the history of
mankind, and whose definition and precision evolved as did knowledge.
Until the mid-1830's he equated these propositions, or rules, with
the Catholic doctrine. At that time, prompted doubtless by the two
encyclicals of 1832 and 1834, he began to make a distinction between
Catholicism and Christianity. The doctrine giving legitimacy to the
spiritual authority of the Church, had fallen out of step with the
march of history and could no longer serve as a gulde to mankind;
yet Christ's words, even if Christ's divinity could not be maintained,
represented a body of truths eternally valid.l39

"According to mankind's universal belief, there exists a certain
order of truths which have the character of laws, and which, in this
respect, are outside the realm of reason or free w:!.ll."'m0 This
statement, written in 1835, summarized better than any other what he
always believed. These laws were contained in "revelation" when
Lamennais was inside the Church, in history, if one loocked for them,
when he was outside of it. What muddled much of his writings from
1817 to 1834 was his continued attempt to prove that these laws, as
contained in revelation, made of the Catholi~ doctrine the "True Law."
Yet in spite of this he could not prevent ambiguity from cropping
up in some of his arguments.

In 1821 he reproached Pascal for not having "distinguished the

L
faith inherent in human nature from the Christian raith."l 1 This

criticism wvas an almost exact reproduction of Hontesquieu's.lhz



Lamennais began the first volume of his Essal thus:
Doctrines determine everything; customs, literature,
constitutionas, laws, well-being of counties as well as
their disasters, civilization, barbarism, and all these
frightful crises which sweep away nations or revive them
according to the amount of life that remains in them.
Man acts only because he believes, and men, en masse,
act always in conformity with what they believe, because
the passions of thﬁ massgses are themselves determined by
the beliefs held.l%3
The belief that doctrines were at the bottom of all things
made it imperative for him to try to determine a precise doctrine
if total relativism, and in his mind the inevitable chsos ensuing from it,
were to be avoided. It is for this reason that he was led to try
to establish a criterion of certitude, "one of the most abstract
wllh

and subtle philosophical questions. If doctrines determine
actions, then indeed was faith necessary to man.

His early attacks on Descartes centered on this point: by
his erroneous speculations he had given philosophical legitimacy
to arguments which destroyed the Church's criterion of co.ert:it’.u:de.lh5
What his writings clearly show even then is that he was less con-
cerned with the ideal life and the practice for attaining the
values of the ideal life than with the nature of right and the
determination of the good. In other words his concern was ethical
rather than religious. There is, to be sure, a very thin line
between the two, and this line is quickly erased if one attempts
to find a justification for the ethical principles in a world-view
teking God as its departure. Quite obviously, to establish a

criterion of certitude, or as he did later in his Esquisse, to
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present an all-encompassing world-view upon which to base such a
certitude, were of secondary importance to him. His main problem
was "to demand of history and religion what was the cause and then
what could be the cure" for the "frightful social disintegration”
that he thought he wi'l:nessed.l,“6

The cause of this disintegration was to be found in the
spread of doctrines which took the individual as & point of depar-
ture. The cure therefore could be found in what was explicitly
rejected by these doctines -- namely, the bond that allows men to
live together, to help one another, what in fact impels them towards
8 communal life, the will to live which he equated, perhaps incor-
rectly, with the belief in Life.

Lamennais was conscious from the start that by identifying faith
as the cornerstone of his philosophical doctrine he was reviving
the old dispute between rationalists and anti-rationalists. He
bluntly placed himself on the side of the early Christian thinkers
by his attacks on philosophy and was thereby accused of following
the trail blazed by Tertullian, who went so far as to assert that
faith defied reason.*7

Faith is usually thought to be a supernatural virtue to which
our mind asgents as a result of divine grace. Faith is therefore
antithetical to reason. Yet for Lamennais reason begins in faith
and the two, instead of being antithetical, are radically 1fl.nked..]'l"8
In other words, in discussing faith and its relation to reason, La-

mennais was not concerned as a theologian with the topic of grace



but as a thinker concerned with man's sgtate of mind and its impact
on his own life as well as that of society. It can even be stated
that grace is not a topic to be found in Lamennais' writings.

His real concern is nowhere better illustrated than in an
article he wrote in 1819 entitled "On Su:lcide."lu9 Taking a page
out of Pascal he showed the human necessity of belief. Loss of
faith resulted in an existential crisis, endless anguish, and pos=~
sible sujcide. And what was true of man was also true of society.

0
Faith therefore was the belief in a law -~ a spiritual lauls -

which explained to man the meaning of his life by showing him what
united him to all other men. "Faith is love and the cult of men,
it unites them by uniting them to God Himself."”

Lamennais' eloquent call for a return to the faith was not
then an appeal for a mystical experience as a way out of the miseries
of this world. It was instead a call to his contemporaries' inherent
rationality, a call to their better instincts as a way to improve
both their moral and material condition on earth. At the beginning

of his career he sumoned the upper classes and the better educated

members of the clergy. In le livre du peuple, published in 1836,
nl52

the law man must believe in became a "moral and religious law
vhich was the basis of men's rights and dut:le3153 and which therefore
could enable them to change, for the better, conditions, political

and social, that prevailed. Even when he preached obedience to "the

highest visible authority" as the repository of revelationlsh it was



a call not for blind obedience to something beyond understanding,
but an appeal to cbey what he then thought was the visible embo-
diment of that great bond which unites men to one another. Could
the replacement of faith by hope -- so0 prominent a feature of the
more radical movements within the Church today -~ be traced to
Lamem'na:ls?l55

After 1834 he did exactly what he had reproached Pascal for
doing. He turned from Catholicism to "the faith inherent in human
mﬂ’.ure,":l's6 and attempted to make it the source of his idea of

Justice. The third part of his Esquisse d‘'une philosophie -- which

he never completed -~ was supposed to be a political theory taking
as departure a set of laws which men everywhere and at all time

have recognized as self-evident because of the very faith in life
that they all share. These laws in other words were nothing but

the duties men have always more or less willingly performed in order
to live together. By setting them forth as a theory of obligation,
Lamennais was trying to show that what united men was more important,
more vital, than what separated them. But no longer accepting any
religion as the embodiment of "truth," and seeing no solution to his
problem in the social contract theory, he was forced to formulate

a watered-down Catholic doctrine which every one, then and since,

found meaningless.
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Chapter III : LAMENNAIS' POLITICAL CRITICISMS

Anti-Gallicanism

Lamennais devoted most of his life and most of his writings to
criticisms of the prevailing social doctrines. The period of his
life from 1815 to 1829 was dominated by one issue: his campaign
against Gallicanism. From 1830 to 1848 he battled unsuccessfully
against Liberalism, dividing his attention during the 1840's between
the practices of the Liberals and those of their new enemies on the
left, the collectivists. He came to these tasks with less than the
theological and philosophical training required, but with some quite
definite notions om how to proceed. He seldom cited his sources and
the extent of his readings has often been minimired. He is often
f.hought t0 have relied heavily upon the works of Bossuet, Pascal, De
Maistre, and De Bonald, because of the superficial resemblance of some
passages in his works with those of these authors. Their intellectual
influence disappeared from his writings after 183h.l

Lamennais was thoroughly familiar with the works of St. Augustine
and St. Thomas, and relied heavily upon their their works and the
writings of the Church Fathers during the early years of his career.
But as he encountered difficulties, first in his squabbles with the
Jesuits in 1820, then with the French hierarchy, he seems to have gone
back to earlier classical sources. St. Thomas remained the strongest
influence in his life but he made much more extensive use of the

works of Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, and some of the Stoics. This
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seems to have compounded his problems rather than solved them, and
very soon, he turned toward the eighteenth century as well as con-
temporary works to bolster his argumnt:a.2 But all his readings do
not seem to have done anything but provide materials to support the
ideas, sometimes contradictory, to which he stubbornly held.
In the early 1820's Lamennais wrote that “when universally

acknowledged truths no longer exist, there cannot be a universally
acknowledged justice; and this is what is happening to us: society

n3 This sentence is to

has lost both its reason and its conscience.
be found in a review of a book by M. Laurentie which showed that
"Descartes® system is nothing but the philosophical theory of
Protestantim..."h -- the latter defined as "the principle of
private judgment or sovereignty of individual reaaon."5 We have
seen that for him it is to this principle that society’'s troubles
are to be traced.6 A few years later he wrote: "As soon as we ad-
mit [;he hgitimcy] of a human power, we sanction servitude; as
soon as we reject the divine law, we reject the principle of an
obligatory justice and we sanction slavery; as soon as we separa-
te the political order from the religious order, we deprive our-

T por

selves of all imaginable guarantee against arbitrariness.
him, "the rule of a will independent in its action from the umiver-
sal law of justice 1s despotin."s

We have here, not only the gist of Lamennais' thought, but
also the reason for his intense dislike of Gallicanism. Gallieca-
nism had not only acquiesced in the transfer of sovereignty from

a divinely inspired institution to a human one, but Gallican
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bishops had actively participated in this transfer. For him,bish-
ops were the very men who should have done everything to resist
this transfer. They were Christ's deputies on earth whose primary
duty was to defend the peocple against the arbitrariness of men of
power. This, for Lamennaisg, seemed very often to be the primary
duty of pontifical power.

The very existence of Christianity depends on "peace and the
happiness of people."9 Therefore to help substitute force for
justice as the arbitrator of rightslo was indirectly to help des-
troy Christianity by bringing about despotism. His denunciation
of the actions of the parlements of the ancien regime was based on
exactly the same argument.ll For Lamennais Gallicanism "is a weak
imitiation of Anglicanism and of Lutheranism; it is the same prin-
ciple. The common idea is that sovereignty is independent of God.
It is power without moral and spiritual bases, and therefore with-

"2 Bt secularization of state power is not only

out restraint.
the assertion that sovereignty is independent of God, it is also
the assertion that sovereignty is independent of any obligation
towards men.'3 This assertion clearly leads to Bodin's definition
of citizenship as subjection to a sovereign,lh which is why Lamen-
nais called Gallicanism "a false theory of obedience" preached by
certain bishops to the human, i.e., royal, authority; a theory

which is directly opposed to what Christ ever wanted.15
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Lamennais' attacks continued for several years focusing often
on the adoption of the Gallican articles of 1682.16 What appears
most clearly in all of his arguments on this subject is that Lamen-
nais was not so much defending Papal power as attacking the lack of
restraint of temporal power.17

To assert the independence of one power from another is to
assert the duality of the world and destroy therefore any possibil-
ity of unity.l8 Gallicanism helped in the establishing of the inde-
pendence of temporal power from the spiritual, thus helping to destroy
the unity which Lamennais saw as fundamental to Life. He went so
far as saying that the separation between a civil society founded
on self-interest and a religious society founded on right "put into
question the existence of human kind."lg There are good reasons to
believe that Lamennais' hatred of Gallicanism was a direct outcome of
his experience under the Napoleonic regime. He perceived that the
desire to dominate the Church was not peculiar to Napoleon but would
be a consistent policy of governments. This is why he dedicated himself
to the struggle for a free Church.20

He very often linked his attacks on Galllcanism with his attacks
on the Imperial University. As early as 1814 he called for the
abolition of state monopoly over education.2l He wanted unrestricted
freedom to found schools and colleges. This attitude was not, as
vidler calls it, "a striking anticipation of his later political

ne2

liberalism, this attitude was fundamental to Lamennais' thinking

throughout his life. Fundamentally, it sprang from his revulsion



t0 the idea that one man or a group of men can impose his will on
other people. It is the idea, stated in 1820, when he was supposed
to be at his most authoritarian, that men are right "to attach so
much value to freedom; this feeling is in their nature, and is in

it as invincible as the desire to live."23
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Anti-Liberalism

Before analyzing Lamennais' thoughts on Liberalism, & question
of interpretation must be clarified. Whether favorable or hostile,
all major works on Lamennais agsumed a three-fold development in
his political ideas. By all those writing before 1946, he is con-
sidered one of the leaders of Ultraroyalism wntil 1828. In 1946,

Christian Maréchal published a monograph, Lamennais au drapeau blanc,

épisode de la presse quotidienne sous la Restauration. In this

work, Maréchal showed that Lamennais' turn to Liberalism must be
dated at 1823 when he realized the danger for religion of too close
an association of Throne and Altar.zh Since 1946 some writers have
adopted Maréchal's point of view, while others have not. But all
portray Lamennais as a Liberal until 1834 when he is supposed to
have turned to & mystical type of democracy which led him to a
close affiliation with the Communists by 1848. Lamennais' ideas
on Socialism and Communism will be deaslt with separately. What
must be first clarified is Lamennais' association with Ultraroyalism
and Liberalism.

It has already been noted that Lamennais' Ultramontanism was
the product less of a desire to see the Pope's power increased than

25

of a desire to see temporal power checked. History for Lamennais

demonstrated that temporal power not only cannot be checked by
parliaments or nobility but is actually increased by a parliamentary

system.26 Traditional institutions can no longer be counted on to
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check "power which, like water, advances until it encounters a

n27 There is then a fear and distrust of unchecked human

hill.
power for the very reason that such power is necessary for the sur-
vival of society. In effect power is indispensable for the main-
tenance of order and stability and this must be used to lmpose, by
force if necessary, the very principle that it embodies.28

Power therefore is not the means to enforce decisions reached
by en independent will, it is "the means to order in society, it is
only living Justice."29 This is a point which he stressed through-
out his works: there must be a temporal authority to which obedi-
ence is due; but this authority must be legitimate in that it exists
only to enforce @uty and protect pight or else it ceases to be
legitimate. In the first edition of the first volume of the Egsai
he included a sentence which read: "When a revolution is inevita-
ble, wisdom commands that those in power should make it themselves,
in order to direct it."3o This sentence was suppressed in later
editions at the request of his brother.

The context in which this remark sppeared seems to suggest
that Lamennais would not have been adverse to a coup d'état by the
king, thus getting rid of the Charter, this "scrap of paper"” which
is the consequence of the disregard by private interests of God's
law. In effect the Charter is a recognition that private interests
have a right to interfere with the power of the king, power which
could be made legitimate by being subservient to the spiritual au-
thority of the Pope. This interference produces disorder and pre-

vents the administration of the true law equally to all.3l
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Lamennais' opposition to the Charter is what endeared him to
the refugees in London during the Hundred Days. That is the only
thing they saw in him; had they looked closer they would have
noticed his profound dislike for both Gallicanism and their royalisn.32
Had they read him more closely they would have realized that his
position was radically opposed to theirs and they would have been
less shocked at his supposed defection from their ranks in 1828.
If Lamennais was calling for the reestablishment of absolute
monarchy under the spiritual control of the Pope, this was neither
a call for despotism, nor a call for loyalty to the Bourbons for
vhose return he was less than enthusiastic.33 His dislike for the
émigrés and his repeated attacks on govermments was the result of
his belief that governments were "the first to stop believing; and
irreligion begins with the people in power, or those around them,
to spread step by step to all ranks of the mation." It was they,
“the rich and the great," who used religion asa political tool;
and he attacked Hobbes violently because Hobbes advocated submission
to a prince regardless of his moral behavior.%
Alongside these displays of hostility towards the upper classes
there runs through his writings, particularly throughout his corres-
pondence with Benott D'Azy, a sympathy and a concern for the lower
classes which is more than the result of Christian charity.
Lamennais held that the interests, both spiritual and material, of
these classes vwere badly served by the upper classes in whose hands po-

wer lies. In order to be more easily controlled this power should dbe



concentrated in the hands of one man only, the king. Lemennais'
absolutism was not, therefore a demand for a return to the seven-
teenth-century type of absolutism, but for a return to an earlier
period when "power was protected from the subjects and the subjects
from power, by the Sovereign of the universal religious society,

supreme defender of justice. People could obey with security,

kings could rule without fear. There was ... a judge between them:

w35

right had overthrown force. This state of affairs was the re-

sult of Christianity's greatest claim to glory: "that power is of

God (Romans, XIII, 1) and that it has for rule the divine law; it
explains the right to conmand, the duty to obey and places between
and above them inflexible justice."36

Lamennais' Ultraroyalism did not have the absolutist connota-

tions therefore that Janet, Duine, Maréchal, Laski, Vidler, and a
37
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score of others have attributed to it.” His stand om Ultramontanism was

a8 an advocacy position for an impartial power acting as a judge
between two contending parties: the King on the one hand, whose
power is legitimized by Papal anointment, and the people on the
other. In his first major work in 1817 he had stated that because
all men were equal, "no one could command a.nother."38 As in St.
Thomas, the people, for Lamennais, have rights which must be
regpected and these rights included that of ridding themselves of
a bad king.

Lamennais' advocacy of coercion was predicated on the assump-

tion that the king's rule could be made legitimate and thus be



justified in its use of coercion because it was to maintain, or
restore, & moral and social order which itself was not coercive.39
The enforcement of a law by a legally constituted authority is
legitimate in the freest of society. The two questions at issue
for Lamennais were thus, (1) to legitimize the king's power by
making the king subservient to the Pope, who presumably had the
knowledge of the rights given by God to all men and, (2) to rid
the political system of all interferences by the aristocracy and
gpecial interests between the king and the people. The destruction
of Gallicanism was imperative to solve the first question. His
attacks on the Charter, on aristocratic privileges, and later on,

on the Liberals' claims to power, were part of his solution to

the second question. Nowhere in his writings is there the slightest
doubt expressed that, if ruled according to God's law (i.e., Justice),
the people would not have the ability and willingness to defend what
was legitimately theirs. Quite to the contrary, Lamennais' faith

in "the people"” is perhaps the one thing that was never shaken.

In spite of his accent on authority in the late 1810's and in
the 1820's, what Lamennais was trying to reconcile was a certain
idea of freedom and equality, the two ideals fundamental to a theory
of Democracy. Yet Lamennais remained wary of Democracy uwntil the
early months of 1830. The change that he underwent during 1829 did
not deal with fundamental ideas, but rather with the way political
and social changes could be achieved. While he had hopes that

monarchy could be reformed,he preferred changes made from the top.
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When he lost these hopes, he began to appeal to the Papacy and the
clergy to throw their influences behind the masses in order to
achieve changes from the bottom. He went from one extreme to the
other with barely a pose, thereby illustrating the saying that
"les extrémes se touchent.”

Necessarily, such a radical shift involved a broadening of his
concept of freedom which, Duine has suggested, was the lesson La-
mennais drew from his observation of what was happening in Belgium.b'o
There, the alliance begun in 1828 between the Liberals and the
Catholics was proving that political changes could be achieved by
the people themselves, and Lamennais was well aware that many Bel-
giang considered him their intellectual leader. The liberalization
Lamennais underwent at that time was suggested in the preceding
chapter where it was noted that he explicitly formulated his new

L1

position in L'Avenir late in 1830. But his private correspondence

shows that evolution took place between July 1829 and May 1830.
On July 20, 1829 he wrote to Benoft D'Azy "Liberalism is cor-
rect, it is freedom that will save the world, not the freedom it

preacribeg of course, but the freedom it prepares without knowing

14,2

On May 11, 1830 he wrote Vitrolles:

Society cannot be saved except by the complete develop-
ment of the principle of liberty. If Liberalism was sincere
in its love for her, I would be, in politics, liberal immedi-
ately. But, basically, Liberalism is only after power, in
any case its chiefs are, because there is good faith only in
the masses ... . You are asking me for whom I am? I told
you. I am for no one, I am for freedom. When there will be
a political party dedicated to lgok after her truly and en-
tirely, this party will be mine.%3
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A few days later he wrote Vitrolles again:
There exists in France only two parties, known under

the names of liberal and royalist. By their mutual opposi-

tion, which necessarily push them to the last conseqQuences

of their principles, the latter are leading us to despot-

ism and the former to enarchy ... . As & Catholic, I must

wish, I must demand with all my strength freedom, the only

guarantee possible against oppression, either royalist or

liberal.kh
These letters are not the only indications that the term Liberal
should be applied with caution to Lamennais. Addressing the clergy
in 1828 he urges it not to ally itself with Liberalism or Monarchy,
and calls Liberalism "the most ardent enemy of the Church and of
Ch:ristizm.’d;y."h5 And he comes back to an idea he had expressed
twenty years earlier: the Church must be independent of the State
in order to be free to teach the 't;rt:d:h.l"6

The reason why it is somewhat difficult to call Lamennais a
Liberal and, by extension, difficult to see in his works the birth
of Liberal Catholicism, is that he assumed that Liberalism was
part and parcel of what he called Positivisme. In addition, his
belief that men's actions were never, or rather could not be, de-
tached from their philosophical well-spring, led him to assume

’

that Positivism's and Liberalism's fundamental principle, that is
Materialism, precluded any possibility of accamodation with his owm
belief in the primacy of man's spirituality.

Lamennais' understanding of what he called Positivimme is displayed

in a series of articles written over several years and published

as Mélanges religieux et philosophiques in 1826.1“7 He did not see
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Positivism as a particular system, St.-Simon and Comte are barely
mentioned in it, but rather as a modern trend of thought, equating
its method and ideas with "philosophy," the compendium of British
and French thought of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
responsible for the social, political, and economic problems the
world faced.

The unifying theme of this otherwise heterogenous series of
articles is that Positivism is essentially materialistic and as
such opposed to any humane view of human nature. Society "being

a union of similar beings,"” and man being "a physical, moral and
intelligent being," the laws which regulate society must of neces-
sity be both physical and morza.:l..u9 To look upon man as a purely
physicsal being leads to the conclusion that man's relationship to
other men is purely physical. And the union of purely physical

n50 "Intelligent beings

beings cannot constitute "a real society.
are united by a divine law, anterior to all positive institutions,
and without which they would live eternally igolated. This uni-

versal law constitutes society because alone does it create duties

and rights." >+

To deny the existence of man's moral nature and
rely exclusively on observations of physical man and physical
phenomena as Positivism does, leads to the substitution of physical
laws for moral ones as the basis for rights and duties. In other
words, rights and laws become the will of those in power and are
therefore nothing but force. Hence, his conclusions that "there

is a natural alliance between Materialism and Despotism."52



115

The moral conservatism apparent in these articles is high-
lighted by the radical bent of the criticism. He did not isolate
institutions as the root cause of malaise or disturbance. Society
itself as evolved in the past two hundred years was sick and produced
sickness. The need was thus not for adjustments but for a complete
overhaul. |

What is being suggested here is that Lamennais' political deve~
lopment did not occur in three stages. He was not first a theocrat,
then a Liberal, then a socialist. He passed quite logically from
theocracy to democracy, after an understandable period of hesitation.
This period lasted from late 1828 to the early spring of 1830, but,
as his first confrontation with Rome did not occur until 1832, and
as he did not come out forcefully on the side of democracy until
early 1834, everyone has assumed that this period lasted much longer.
The years from 1828 to 1834 were labelled his "Liberal years" in
the 1890's -~ not by his contemporaries. It would indeed have been
difficult to reconcile such an interpretation with his almost daily
attacks on Liberalism and the Liberal policies of such men as Casimir-
Périer and Guizot. His vision of how society ought to be organized
and ruled remained the same: he adjusted as best he could to the
political events, almost always unforeseen, which confronted him.

A detailed analysis of his views on Liberalism between 1828 and early
1831 will make this clearer.

If Gallicanism helps in the establishment of despotic govern-

ment by freeing "the sovereign of all rules of justice extermally

binding, n23 Liberalism, rejecting as it does the philosophical
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source from which it originally springs,sh brings about anarchy,
from which society escapes by relying on force. Throughout his
writings Lamennais made a distinction between Liberalism, which for
him is a political doctrine, and Utilitarianism ("la philosophie de
1'utile") which he saw as the rationale behind the economic and
political practices of the time., He said in 1828 that he would be

Liberal if Liberalism remained a highly moral doctrine which at the

outset is "but an exact summary of the Catholic doctine on society."55

But accusing the Liberals of rejecting the religious basis upon
which their theory rested, he equated the result in practice with
Utilitarianism and rejected both. It is worth quoting him at length

to illustrate his attitude.

Is there a means to strengthen power without sacrificing
freedom, and to secure freedom without overthrowing the basis
of power? Liberalism has asked this question; it has searched
for the means to reconcile these two conditions of a durable
society, and nothing indeed deserves a more serious attention
then the theory to which it has arrived. According to this

theory, there does not exist an absolute and eternally legiti-
mate sovereignty but in God, of whom reason, truth and justice

are the laws., Human power, or derived and subordinate sover-
eignty is only the minister of God and therefore possesses a
conditional legitimate right only when it governs according to
reason, truth and justice; / it is/ without authority as soon
as it transgresses these which supposes the existence of an
infallible means to know the truth and what is just, that is
to say the true law, the divine law, according to which human
power, the minister of God, must govern.

Such is the idea that Liberalism has of a perfect soclety
ess o But Liberalism declares at the same time that this beau-~
tiful society is impossible to realize, because there cannot
exist on earth an infallible authority; from which it conc¢ludes
that there cannot exist either any sovereignty of right.5

By denying "any sovereignty of right," Liberalism, in Lemennais'

view, essentially denied the only legitimacy human power has. As



he had stated years earlier, "Power, the general means to order in
society, is nothing but living Justice."57 This idea is of course
straight out of Thomas Aquinas.58 Since "sovereignty of right" and
"justice” were viewed as synonymous, to deny their existence was to
accept power's only other basis, force, and thus prepare the ground
for the unlimited and arbitrary power of the State over society.

We can see that for Lamennais Liberalism fails to solve the
paradox of freedom by denying the existence of an authority able to
keep check on power. In its eagerness to secure freedom it destroys
the basis of legitimate power which, for him, is the condition sine
qua non of freedom. Thus his conclusion that "the liberal system
which destroys power to establish freedom and the Gallican system
which destroys freedom to establish power, are equally incompatible
with the existence of a regular and stable society.59

Lamennais' rejection of Liberalism obviously arose out of an
inability to conceive that there might exist first within society a
means to evolve a mechanism to adjust the claims of freedom and
those of coercion; and second within individuals themselves, & means
to regulate their own conduct without constant references to’some
absolute principle. This static, pessimistic and restricted view

of human nature -- which equates healthy pragmatism and adaptation
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with chaos, was Lamennais' strongest belief, one which set the terms of

his views on society, on governments. It explains his appeal to God
and revelation between 1814 and 1834 and his appeal to history from

1834 to 1848 -- namely, that man does not and cannot live in the
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immediate and the concrete only; that his spiritual needs take
precedence over the material ones; and that these spiritual needs
in order to be satisfied required the implicit knowledge of a
transcendental reality. Far from implying a duality between the
temporal and the spiritual, this view of life posits Unity as its
point of departure. "Man acts only because he believes."6o This
sentence appears at the very beginning of his first major work.
In fact, the purpose of writing five heavy volumes was to show
that when man's beliefs are shaken or rejected, the only recourse
left to man is to his feelings ~-- Rousseau's answer. Lamennais
forcefully rejected this answer, convinced that it could only lead
to a behavior harmful both to man and to society. The belief that
there must be a principle or set of principles to determine what
is fundamental and what is not is an important point,61 and ought
not to be dismissed as contemptuously as Charles Renouvier dis-
missed it.62

At the root of Lamennais' criticism seems to be the feeling
that the preveiling doctrines fostered isolation, cut man from his
roots, set him adrift by rejecting all absolute norms against which
to measure his behavior, and thus, ultimately, created a vacuum
that would be filled by a power itself without norms and hence
dangerous.63

A few months after the revolution of July 1830, L'Avenir,
whose masthead read "Dieu et la Liberté," began to appear. In most

of the articles Lamennais wrote for it, he emphasized the idea that
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religion and freedom, far from being antithetical, weré in fact
intimately linked. His appeal was very clear: those who were
fighting oppression everywhere did not have to fear religion and
vice versa. That what Lemennais meant by freedom was somewhat dif-
ferent from what the French Liberals of the period meant by it was
overlooked. His earlier attacks on Liberalism were forgotten at
least by most writers in the last three generations. And what he
meant by religion was, to say the least, somewhat different from
what most Catholics of the period meant by it. Had the concepts
he advenced then been clear to him, or if not the concepts, at
least their implications, Lamennais would have to be seen, not as
the precursor of what came to be called French Liberal Catholicism
in the 1850's, but as the precursor of the left-wing Christians
of the 1960's. When he clarified his position on both freedom and
religion in 183h, Liberals and Catholics alike ceased to call him
their friend.

AR analysis of the program he advanced in L'Avenir, as dis-
tinquished from the philosophy L'Avenir movement stood for, will
make these distinctions even more evident. The femous four free-
doms that he demanded, freedom of conscience, education, association,
and press, appeared to meke an impeccable Liberal out of him. Looked
at more closely, however, some serious doubts begin to arise. First,
there were not four demands but six.6h The first demand, freedom
of conscience, included equal protection by the government of all

65

religions, but was not as in Locke, a demand for the separation



120

of religion and politics. Quite the contrary, Lamennais' proposal
to separate the Church from the State was designed to free the
Church, to purify it in order that she might bring morality back
into politics. The epparent confusion of religion and morality
was no confusion at all. Religion for Lamennais was morality, to
which both the Church and politics must return. This demand for
freedom of conscience was therefore a demand designed ultimately
to subordinate the State to religion.66 As for the protection
afforded to other religions, Lamennais was utterly convinced that
in the ensuing free contest Catholicism, with its claim that Jus-
tice was God's law, would be seen by all to be the religion holding
the greatest claim to men's allegience: reason would prevail and
the truth emerge triumphant.67
It was thus logical that the second demand was for freedom of
education.68 Man must be free because he has a duty to develop his
intelligence -- to learn to know the truth in order to act rightly.
Thus education was seen as a powerful means to make men see the
truth and thus change their ways. But primary education was at
that time almost exclusively in the hends of the Church. It would
therefore appear that for Lesmennais education really meant the
propagation of religious beliefs.69 Thirteen years earlier and at
the very beginning of Volume I of his first major work he had stated
thet "man acts only because he believes; and men en masse act al-

w70

ways in accordance with their beliefs, The first two demands,

freedom of conscience and freedom of education, are thus intimately
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related and both depend on Christian morality. Freedom of con-
sclence is really freedom to return to Christian beliefs and free-
dom of education is reelly freedom to proselytize. There is no
indication in his writings at that time that this freedom could be
used to reject Christianity. He seems to have been completely con-
vinced that the moral principles he propagandized for as Catholic-
ism would receive universal assent as soon as they were made clear
to all.

The third demand was freedom of the press because, in his view,
the press is nothing "but the extension of speech,” which is it-
self a gift of God to man, "a powerful universal means of communi-
cation between men and the most useful tool given to man to hasten

"l moge in possession of
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the progress of collective intelligence.
the truth, in the way that Lamennais perceived himself, ~ must be
left free to proselytize and thus reach those who do not attend
school.

Freedom of association, the fourth demand, is more clearly a
political demand. In his words "no defense is possible to men, if
the law keeps them isolated and does not allow them to join for a
common action.” Such a common action appears clearly necessary
"for there always is, even in the most just and most moderate power,
a tendency to increase, and freedom is preserved only by a perpetual

e

struggle, This fourth demand is then a means to protecting the

first three,
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Now, there was a fifth demand, usually ignored by those who
see Lamennais as a Liberal during this period. It was a demand

™ __ o demand not included in the Liberal

for universal suffrage
program of the time.. This demand was a reflection of Lamennais'
total disenchantment with existing political institutions. If
truth could not be imposed from above in a theocratic system be-
cause of the corruption of the upper classes, it could be imposed
from below once freedom of conscience, education, press, and asso-
ciation were realities.

The sixth demand was for the decentralization of functions
and administration. He attacked as an unmitigated evil the admin-
istrative centralization begun, in his opinion, in 1789 and con-
tinued and strengthened by the various governments between 1815
and 1830.75 Provinces and communes should be left free to admin-
igter what was properly theirs, thus keeping the State from inter-
fering with matters outside its limited Jjurisdiction.

It can be seen that the demands form an integrated whole.
Although some of the demands may be used to support a Liberal view,
the entire program was far from the Liberal spirit. His second,
third, fourth and sixth demands would have been approved by both
Locke and J.S. Mill. There is enough embiguity in the first to
meke it doubtful that the reason behind the demand would have
wholeheartedly been approved by either the English or French
Liberals of the period. As for the fifth demand the history of

both French and British Liberalism until well into the nineteenth
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century deﬁonstrates that it would have met substantial oppo-
sition. If there are questions about Lamennais' Liberalism there
are just as many as far as his radical democratic bent is concerned.
In the radical democratic tradition, the ambiguity of his first
demand notwithstanding, neither the fourth nor the sixth would have
been aspproved. "Membership in any special kind of association" was
looked upon with suspicion,76 and, according to Prof. Sabine, the
sharp limits set by the sixth demand to the authority of the State
would not have been approved.77
Specific contrasts between the positions advocated by the
Liberals and Lamennais may not, however, be the best or clearest
way to show the gap between them. The extraordinary optimism and
hope Lamennais had in men's ability to fashion a society that would
in time transform them into the ideal men God himself had posited

suffuses all of his works, particularly when he addressed the

masses as in Paroles d'un croysnt. This attitude is probably what

distinguishes most sharply Lemennais from the Liberals. It has
been said that the "roots of the divergence between the Liberal
and the radical democratic traditions lie in their contrasting
faith concerning the ability of the human mind to fathom reality
and to translate the results into practical actions."” The first
tradition was symbolized in Locke's remark that "our minds are not
made as large as truth nor suited to the whole extent of things,"
the second by Holbach's definition of truth as "the conformity of

our ideas with the nature of things."78



It would thus appear that Lamennais was much closer in spirit
to the radical democratic tradition, which has been identified as
primarily French in origin, than to the Liberal tradition.'? But
as both traditions slowly merged during the nineteenth century,
each assimilating concepts fram the other, identifying Lamennais
precisely with one or the other would not only be difficult but
fruitless.

For Lamennais, man required freedom in many areas so as to be
able to develop and improve -~ whole areas of freedom above human
legislation and tampering. Rightly or wrongly, he equated these
areas with religion or moral rights. The State as the legal arm
of society was, in his opinion, moral and its power legitimate if
it respected these rights. This respect, however, could not bdbe
left for man to determine; it must be the result of "rules of jus-
tice externally binding."eo He believed that Liberalism denied
the possibility that these rights could be absolutely determined,
and saw the confirmation of his belief in the attitude of the
French Liberals in the early 1830's. He accused them of having
consented to a drastic abridgment of freedom in return for safety
and comfort.t!

Another part of the Liberals' political program particularly
aroused his anger and confirmed his worst opinion of Liberalism.
This was the franchise, the system whereby the right to vote was pre-
dicated on the amount of tax paid. In an article published in L'Avenir

on March 9, 1831, he argued that there did mot exist an intelligent,



human, dignified way of separating those who ought from those who
ought not to vote. To have chosen taxation to determine the right
of suffrage was for him particularly ignoble. "Can anything baser
be imagined than a people which has chosen to found its government,
its legislation, its future, on this tariff as ignoble as it is

senseless."82

That money should be the criterion of the suffrage
was for him a measure of the degradation of French society.

In 1836, in the Preface to Volume X of his collected works,
he said that in 1828 he had expressed some sympathy for Liberalism
as a political doctrine.g3 And this may indeed be sufficient to
say that for a brief period he can be considered a Liberal. The
spirit, however, which imbues all of his works, is profoundly anti-
Liberal. His search for "the" truth; for the one principle which
will allow for the perfect explanation of everything; in other words,
his dogmatism, which could not comprehend, much less accept, in-
herent contradictions and ambiguities; his refusal ever to accept
the possibility that there may be problems whose solutions will
forever escape man's understanding -- this, in this writer's opinion,
is far from the disposition that can properly be called Liberal.

The problem may very well be with the definition ome

chooses to give to Liberalism. If by Liberalism is meant the
specific doctrine which arose at the end of the eighteenth century
and dominated the first seventy-five years of the nineteenth century,

then to call Lamennais a Liberal is unhistorical. If, however, one

means by it a commitment to the rule of law, a high regard for the

125



worth and dignity of man, a generosity of spirit, a love of free-
dom, and an aversion to authoritarianism, then Lamennais certainly
became more liberal after 1829. But these views are not confined
to any party or any century.

The preceding discussion of Lamennais' connection with Libe-
ralism is not meant to suggest that Liberalism and Liberal Catholi-
cism were, in 1830, one and the same thing. Montalembert, the
leading French Liberal Catholic during the late 1850's and 1860°'s,
did not think more highly of Guizot, for example, than Lamennais

did in the 1830's. What is being suggested, however, is that it is
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probably erroneous to portray Lamennais as the founder of French Liberal

Catholicism. Lamennais was never concerned with the Church as a
specifically religious institution, and he was mever concerned with
religion as other than as a means to impose an ethical standard on
political behavior. When this became clear in 1833, both D¥llinger
and Montalembert severed all their connections with him.

As stated earlier, Lemennais gained his reputation as the founder
of French Liberal Catholicism in the 1890's. This period saw an
outpouring of works devoted to him, written mainly by clerics. The
gates were opened with the election of Pope Leo XIII in 1878 and the

issuance of his encyclical, Rerum Novarum, in 1891. This encyclical,

followed a few months later by another -- Inter innumeras (Feb. 1892)

== were attempts at infusing a new spirit into Church and State rela-
tions. Both encyclicals had a special meaning for France because of

the consolidation of the Republic and the politization of the masses.



The first encyclical deals with the conditions of the workers,
the second with the legitimacy of the French Republic. Both were
attempts to show that Rome was becoming less hostile to liberal
usage, and that French Catholics should support the Republic. Both
encyclicals would probably have been warmly applauded by Lamennais
had they been issued sixty years earlier. But neither dealt with
the problem Lamennais was most concermed about, that is what he
perceived as the unchecked. growth of the power of the State over
society. The political careers in the 1850's and 1860's of promi-
nent Catholics who called themselves Liberals, such as Benolt D'Azy,
D'Haussonville, and Montalembert, all former close friends of Lamen-
nais, do not suggest that they shared Lamennais' concern on this
subject. As suggested earlier, the roots of French Liberal Catholiciam
probably lie in the activities of such men as Montalembert and Royer-
Collard. But the political and religious climate in France prevented
these activities from becoming more than an attitude restricted to
a few intellectuals until well into the 1850's. This is not, however,
to deny the profound influence that Lamennais' probing questions had
outside of France, particularly in Belgium and Germany. If E, Beau
de Lomenie‘'s suggestion, that Liberal Catholicism is a contradiction
in terms, cannot be taken seriously, his assertion that this term

signifies nothing in France before 1855 is probably correct.au



Anti-CaBitalim and Anti-Collectiviam

What Lamennais perceived in Liberalism was the tendency to
divorce facts from values, to free individuals and institutions
fram the restraints imposed by ethical judgments. And he did not
see as beneficial the very wide freedom of choice individuals would
enjoy under such a doctrine. The greatest gap between Lamennais'
and the Liberals' thinking, centers on their evaluations of men's
needs and satisfactions: whereas Lamennais believed in the absc-
lute necessity for man to have a religious or ethical guide in all
his actions, Liberalism left man to his own devices. Such freedom
can, however, be used to do good as well as evil. Lamennais thought
that man's satisfaction arose from doing as he ought to do, whereas
Liberals viewed man's satisfaction in more earthly terms. According
to him, the roots of Utilitarianism are to be found in Protestantiam.
Protestantism, by subordinating the supernatural order to individual
reason, in fact destroyed the universal notions of duty and right,
leaving man at the mercy of the only laws science can discover: lavs
based on observable physical phenomenon which logically can only
give rigse to materialistic theories. Protestantism thus shifted the
focus of men's inquiry from what is just and good to what is useful,
and thereby resolved itself in the selfish doctrine of utility.ss

To destroy the human personality is the essence of alavery,%
because once made skeptical of the spiritual primacy of his nature

man will search for happiness and satisfaction in material things.
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And the idea of material happiness leads to an endless search for
enjoyments which can only lead to disgust and thus to a behavior
less then human.87 Quoting Epictetus Lamennais observed: "'Who-
ever submits to man has already submitted himself to things.' It

B8 La philoso-

phie de l'utile describes the rationale for just such a process,

is by this means that freedom everywhere perishes.'

It places the individual at the center of its speculations, thereby
disregarding what makes man humane -- that is, the relationships
he has with other men, with the past and with God. Taking the in-
dividual as the measure of all things fosters what Lamennais calls
'materialistic individualism," which is on the one hand the exclu-
sive concern with what can be seen, touched, observed, enjoyed and
the exclusive concern with the self on the other. Concern with
universal values vanishes, to be replaced by a concern for what is
merely useful. Men begin to look for happiness in material things;
the belief spreads that the chances to be happy will increase as
the possession of things becomes greater. This endless search ends
in virtual slavery for when men have become the glaves of things,
those who possess the most can impose their wills on those who
possess nothing.

As early as 1817 Lamennais warned about the nefarious effects of
a doctrine based on self-interests. "Do you want to divide men,
to excite them to hatred, to exalt selfislmess, cupidity, and all
the passions? -- bring self-interest into play!"C? What he is
attacking here is the idea of competition. This idea with all its

disruptive connotations contrasts sharply with his constant appeals
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for cooperation and charity. Men must control their passions,
restrain themselves, look to what unites them to other men; only
this can produce, or restore, order and stability in society. A
doctrine based on self-interest can only tear the social fabric
to pieces by pitting man against man, group against group.
Lamennais believed that Utilitarianism had given rise to two theories:
Capitalism,wherein a few individuals own everything,and Socialism,
which called for the abolition of private property in favor of the exclu-
sive ownership by the Sta.te.9o For him, both doctrines ultimately
fostered the game ends: loss of individual identity which he
called "modern slavery" and despotism. It is from 1834 that he
begaen systematically to attack Capitalism and "Collectivism" which
was the word he used to mean both Socialism and Conmmism.gl He
saw neither as essentially economic doctrines and made a point to
emphasize the differences existing between him and all the other
ref‘ormers.92 His interests were purely to expose the political
results of these doctrines.93
Briefly stated, Lamennais held the following view of history:
before the opening of the Christian era, the history of Greece and
Rome was characterized by a continual war between the people and
"an aristocracy in possession of power and wealth." It is this
continual war which brought about "the progressive emancipation
of the oppressed msses."gh But it is with the advent of Chris-
tianity, whose principles were "equality, fraternity and li.‘neri;y,"95

that the people began to acquire rights in principle which were
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slowly granted to them in fact. What Capitalism had done was to
exacerbate the division of society into two classes -~ a division
that had always existed. He wrote in 18h41:

Society is divided into two distinct classes, one in-
vested of rights obstinately refused to the other, one
dominating and the other dominated, one generally wealthy
and the other generally poor, and this last has received
the name of "the people" ... it is in this sense that we
employ this term in this writing. This term designates
the class dominated in opposition to the dominating class,

the class politic%ly slave in opposition to the class
politically free.

This effective slavery of one class was a relatively recent
phenomenon and represented a degradation. "The people” form the
vast majority in every society and "the history of the people is
therefore the history of mankind; the state of the people repre-
sents the true state of mankind, this state is in any era the real
measure of progress."97 An attentive study of the past showed
that until the sixteenth century the general condition of mankind
had steadily ii.mproved.98 This development which he called "the
historical development of the notion of Right" was the actual-
ization of "the absolute and eternal 1aw,"99 and as such repre-
sented the development of what he called "the Spiritual." %
Paralleling this development of the Spiritual, science slowly
emancipated man from his dependency on nature. This was, in the
material world, the counterpart of what was taking place in the
spiritual world.lm'

The Reformation, however, put a stop to this progress in the
spiritual world and gave rise to the materialistic doctrines which

had ceused the recent degradation in the state of the people.
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The doctrine of Bentham, which, with variations, was in Lamennais'
opinion, that of Fourier and Saint-Simon, had turned the founda-
tions of society upside down "by rejecting all principles but

1102

utility and all morality but interest. The doctrine now in

force in France and England is that of "the ownership of property
by a few." The Capitalists hold the people in bondage, economically
through the wage system, politically and juridically through their
monopoly of power. The Capitalists are in fact the new slave
owners who have turned the law to their exclusive advantage.lo3
The proletariat denotes men who live from their work and who could
not live without work. Hence, wages "is the corresponding term"
to that of proletariat.th Wages are the retribution granted by
the Capitalist in exchange for work. The necessity of working thus
makes the proletariat dependent upon the Capitalist; "because the
life of the former is in the wallet of the latter."-
In addition, the law is turned in favor of the rich and those
in power and against the prole'l:.zatria.t;.]'06 The system of justice is
made too expensive to be used effectively by the poor.]‘07 Taxation
on inheritance, paid easily by the rich, tekes everything from the
savings of the poor.:LOB There are other laws specifically designed
against the poor, such as the law against vagrancy. Whet can the
poor man who cannot afford a bed do? Under such a law Christ wcald
have gone to Ja.:ll!m9
Thus the economic and juridical dependency of the people is
total; and there is no means for them to try to gain their inde-~

pendence. Under these conditions they try to forget their misgeries
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in the enjoyment of vmateria.l goods and what pleasures these pro-
vide, "the only ones which, in such a society,” seem to be worth
a.ny'bhing.llo "The search for this type of goods establishes be-
tween men with the same desires, a permanent antagonism, a veiled
type of war which, born of selfishness, feeds on it and exacerbates

wll morcing

England as the epitome of the societies gripped by this system,

it, thus overturning the very foundations of society.

he describes her greed and destructiveness, at home and abroad,
showing that Capitalism does not merely foster war between men or
classes but also between nations.l:l'2

Adolphe Thiers was, for Lamennais, the perfect type of this
"race of infamous men who, continually in pursuit of power with
money and of money with power, occupies the highest positions, end
to maintain itself sacrifices everything, the fortune of the nation,
honor, glory, buying and selling of ;justice."ll3 Thiers was the
man "whose only principle / was/ to have none, and as such the man

of his time. nlll

Lamennais may have been ignorant of economics but he under-
stood the consequences of a theory which took as its departure
man's unlimited desires and wants and limited goods to satisfy
them. He feared that despotism had to be the inevitable result
of a soclety thus orga.nized.ll5

Lamennais' fears about the dehumenizing tendencies implicit

in the emergence of the new world of the nineteenth century, as

well as his fears of the totalitarianism that this new world made
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possible, are perhaps no better illustrated than in his criticism

of Socialism. It is a measure of his insight that he did not recognize
Socialism as a moral reaction to emerging Industrialism. He saw it
as o reaction not eradicating the evil and injustice of Capitaelism

but rather as one carrying the underlying causes of Capitalism to

their furthest and most logical conclusions. In other words the
cure proposed was worse than the disease, because the socialist
views of man and of soclety were the very same as those of the
Capitalists. Yet "Socialism was first an offspring of Christian-
and the differences between Lamennais and the enemies of
Socialism may be more important than his differences with the So-
cialists.
Around 1840 Socialism was not yet all things to all men and
the debate between Socialists and non-Socialists centered om one point,
private property. Fourier, Cabet, Ruge, Leroux were all for the
abolition of private property, while their opponents were for its
retention. If this be taken as the criterion, Lamennais was em-
phatically not socialist. He fought against the idea for years
and was for this reason the target of Fourier, Cabet, Proudhon,
and Ruge's attacks.ll7
Lamennais, moreover, was not above attacking some of the
absurdities of the various utopian theories that were put forwa.rd.ll8
The nature of his criticisms as well as his political realism con-
trasts with Cabet's utopianism in a pamphlet Cabet wrote in 1843

in reply to some of these attacksollg In effect Cabet accused
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Lemennais of contradicting himself. By his attacks on Collectivism

in Amschaspands et Darvands end Du passé et de l'avenir du peuple,

he was, according to Cabet, refuting the doctrine he put forward in
Paroles d'un croyent, De 1'esclavage moderne, and Le pays et le
gouvemement.lao It is a strange accusation because all five works
have essentially the same subject -~ Lamennals was not above re-
peating himself either. The subject was that "la philosophie de
l'utile" was bad because it underlied materialistic doctrines and
practices by which he meant both Capitalism and Collectivism. The
miseries of the people and the injustice of the political system
were results of this philosophy and he repeatedly warned that re-
placing Capitalism with Collectivism would certainly be no improve-
ment. If .a.nything, a study of these five works shows a shift in
emphasis. Until 1840 Lamennais attacked the political system of
the July Monarchy, and after 1840 he was concerned in addition to
show that the new doctrines of Cabet's and Fourier's followers
would have Jjust as nefarious an effect on men and society.
Lamennais focused his attacks on one point. By making the
State the owner of all property, Collectivism would create & mon-
ster which would have the power "to determine the positions that

121 Cabet's utopianism, as

workers will have per force to occupy."
well as his authoritarianism, showed in the answer to this charge:
"You are twisting everything, Monsieur de Lamennais, and this is
not nice! In the Icarian Theory, nothing is imposed by force, pro-

fessions are generally chosen or obtained through competition; all



the citizens are in any case so well educated and all work is made
so easy by machines that the workers'are attracted to it. And then,
how would you do in your system if all workers wanted to do the

seme works and rejected others?"122

Lamennais was not opposed per se to a socialistic organization

of society, but he did not think that it could ever be realized.

So as to do away with the worst inequalities of the social and eco-
nomic system, he proposed certain necessary reforms. He outlined

a national credit system, he repeatedly asked for the imposition of
a progressive income tax, and he proposed & reform of the judicial
gystem in order to equalize opportunities and incomes.123 But
these items were unquestionably of secondary interest to him. He
did not see himself as a political reformer but as a thinker whose
ideas, if implemented, would absolish injustice and inequality.

His opposition to the abolition of private property was based
primarily on the fear of the awesome power that the State would
acquire if all property were nationalized,lzu and on the belief
that private property was one way to make each man materially inde-
pendent of the others.125 The State, he warned, was an abstract
concept which as such could not be the owner of anything. To make
the State the owner of property was in fact to make those in power
at the time "master of all, they will have the means, as long as

w126

they keep power, to rule absolutely. And he further asgked:

136
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Can anyone believe that any man, in possession of such
a power, & power which puts into their hands everything, per-
sons and things, will use it Jjustly, that forgetting them-
selves they will think only to the good of others? That more
powerful than any sovereign ever was among the most servile
of all peoples, their power will be a guarantee against the
abuses of their very power? . That they will not turn it to
their personal advantage, will not want to secure it into
their own hands and perpetuate it into their own race? That,
of masters they will consent to be slaves in turn? Really
it would be having a high estimate of their virtue and that
experience justifies marvellously! Dreamers! How can you
not see that you are going straight to the establishment of
the caste system?127

128 129

He singled out Cabet as a madman, and Leroux as & maniac,
but he was opposed to all of their systems. What he was trying to
show was that the dreams of the collectivists were dangerous dreams.
"Thus to realize this universal happiness, they begin by robbing
man of his free will, and his freedom, and then reduce him regard-
less of his intelligence, activity, resourcefulnesses, to a salary
determined by the social power according to some, or to a monk's
allowance according to others."l3°
For Lamennais then, the abolition of private property was not
a means to reorganize society but was rather the first step in "the

w131 His hostility to the aboli-

inauguration of the rule of force.
tion of private property and to Capitalism had the very same basis.
Both gystems dehumanize men, deprive him of what mekes him a man

and thus leave him defenseless against the power of the State.
Private property was for him "the physical quality of right," 32
and as such was & necessary condition of freedom. Necessity and
dependence make a slave of a man, for under these conditions he

cannot fully realize himself.'33 Hence spiritual independence and
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property are the two sides of the same coin; they allow man to be-
come what he fully can become and at the same time give him the
tools necessary to prevent concentration of power in the State.13h
As this shows, Lamennais was thinking in terms of an artisanal and
agricultural economy; he was totally unaware of the transformations
Cepitalism would bring about.

But if spiritual independence and property are the "spiritual”
and the "physical" qualities of right, "right is naturally, radi-
cally subordinated to duty, of the same manner and in the same
degree that the individual is himself subordinated to society of
which he is a simple element, but a necessary element." 3 The
context in which this statement appears is supposed to imply that
sharp limits are to be placed on the amount of property any one
individual can a,cquire.l36

As was pointed out earlier, the sharp dichotomy between soclety
and the State is always present in Lamennais' writings. To make
the individual free and allow him to become fully himself and to
organize society in multiple centers of self-administered power
are specifically intended to allow society to run itself with as
little interference from the State as possible. This does not mean,
however, as it does in Marx with whom he has been compared, 3! that
politics would eventually disappear. In a letter to Ballanche he
stated: "I do not share your opinion on the adventages that would

result if politics was put to silence."l38
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The fear of the despotic power of the State, recognizing no
limit, treating man as an object without an autonomy of his own,
is the great link which bound Lamennais' entire work.

This fear of the State underlies Lamennais' negative response
to Monarchy, Theocracy, Liberalism, Capitalism, and Socialism --
all the prevailing ideas and practices of his time, hecause
all, under one form or another, depended on force to secure the
obedience needed to maintain order. It underlies as well his
appeal for the restoration of a system acknowledging moral laws

as the foundation for legitimate authority.
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Chapter IV ; LAMENNAIS AND THE THEORY OF NATURAL LAW

Introduction

From what has been said in the preceding chapters, the nature of
Lamennais' intellectual quest should be clear. Steeped in the be-
lief that the Classical political philosophy as interpreted by
Aquinas could provide the answers society needed to achieve order
and freedom, he loaded onto the shoulders of the descriptive or
Hobbesian political philosophy everything that was wrong with the
society of his time in order to discredit it.

The central issue was: shall Justice determine the laws or
shall the laws determine Justice? If Justice be above the law, it
must stand for something, the commonweal, the Good, which the law
is designed to bring about or at least bring society closer to. If
the law determines Justice, it can become merely another tool in
the hands of those in power to impose their will. "Justice under
law" presupposes the necessity of a government possessing a monop-
oly on force: man's destiny is what he makes it, hope for ever-
lasting harmony vanishes. Kow, Justice under law is merely aaother
way of saying that man can know what is good for himself and is
able to set up a political structure that will provide this good
in return for something else. The man who obeys the law is the
Just man, the man who breaks it is the unjust man and is punished

for it.
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This theory tekes as its departure man as he is and does not
attempt to change him for his own good. By 1820 not all the sub-
tleties of Hobbes and Rousseau had been appreciated. What Lamennais thought
common to both of them was the assumption by the State of unlimited
povwer over soclety. The immediate corollary of this was to make
the State, or rather the law, the fountainhead of ethics. The idea
that political theory should guide man towards what he ought to be
was dismissed, replaced by the theory tsking as its departure man
as he was perceived to be. Both Aristotle and Hobbes, however, saw
man as rational enough to be able to evolve a viable political phi-
losophy. The difference between them on this point was that Aria-
totle, as well as Plato, saw some men as more rational than others,
whereas Hobbes did not make such a distinction. We will explore
later what this difference meant in terms of the concept of equality
for Lamennais. What must be brought out here is the modification
Christian thinkers made in the Aristotelian philosophy.

Whereas reason is taken by Aristotle to be the sufficient means
to evolve a theory and put it into practice, the Christian thinkers,
undoubtedly because of their belief in the fall of man, did not see
reason as a sufficient means and added revelation as the additional
means man needed to be guided towards his destiny. Lamennals un-
questioningly accepted the Christian doctrine until 1834. He had
previously made use of history as a type of practical knowledge
which could appeal to the common sense of mankind. After 1834 he
began deemphasizing revelation and in 1840 he began to blame



151

Catholicism for the course history had taken because of its over-
emphasis on revelation which had led, according to him, to spiritusl
escapism.l This important shift in thought, however, did not lead
_him to adopt Aristotle as his authority. Quite the contrary, he
dismissed Aristotle, stating that the lapse in time had made him
irreleva.nt.2 But remaining within the Classical tradition, he tried
to adapt it to the demands of his time.

Lamennais was a humanist whose faith in the inherent dignity
of man coexisted somewhat uneasily with a deep distrust of man's
ability to conduct himgelf rationally. He had a clear vision of
what man ought to be and could become., But this vision was marred
by his acute awareness of facts bearing out his belief in man's in-
ability to change without outside guidance. With the exception of
L'Esquisse d'une philosophie, in which he assumes the detached stand
befitting a philosopher, all of his writings give expression to this
conflict between what was and what ought to be.

One incident which seems to have had a great impact on Lamen-~
nais' mind occurred at the end of 1831 on his way to Rome. With
Lacordaire and Montalembert he left Paris on November 21,1831. They
stopped at Lyon "which had fallen at the hands of the poor workers
ees « The people had vanquished, and order, freedom, security pre-
vailed."3 He described with bitter irony how Maréchal Soult refused
to treat with those he termed "brigands." And in a postscript
to this story he said: "These memories must be preserved: they do

not form the least instructive part of hiatory."h At a crucial time
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in his life, his highest hopes and his worst fears were confirmed.
He was eppealing to the Papecy for support of the working classes
because of the hostility of the new French ruling class to his
ideas. The achievement of the Lyon workers seemed to be proof of
the legitimacy of his position which, he still hoped, the Papacy
could hardly fail to support. However, his worst fears about the
upper classes were confirmed as the government bloodily crushed the
workers. Thisg, as well as the prolonged hostility of the French
Catholic hierarchy, was enough to bring him closer to the contem-
porary view that social ix{stitutions were in large part responsible
for the conditions of life.

He simply refused to believe the notion that force could legit-
imately be the mainstay of order. This notion seemed to him to fly
in the face of all morality. But never seeing institutions as
other than works of man, ruled by men, he refused to believe in the
possibility that order could be achieved without the rigid applica-
tion of an external standard of justice. Implicitly believing that
povwer corrupts, he could not advocate a transfer of power from one
group or one class to another: poor workers might be virtuous, but
they vere also corruptible and, therefore, to give power to the
people would not, in his mind, have solved any problem. No man,
therefore, or group of men, could possibly be entrusted with defin-
ing justice, much less enforcing it. Yet the idea of a world from
which God is absent or relegated to a subordinated position was the

idea that had taken hold. His fear was that such an idea made of
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a notion like justice just another rationalization for less easily
avowable motives. This is why, even after his break with the Church,
even after his denial of Christ's divinity, he held onto the idea

that God, and only God, could provide the standard men needed to be

guided towards the destiny that was properly theirs.



Natural Law as a Theory of Law

The theory of natural law is, according to Hobbes, a theory of
rights. In his Leviathan he made a distinction which clearly points
to the nature of the difference between the modern, secular theory
and the older, Catholic one.

For though they that speak of this subject use to confound
Jjus and lex, right and law, yet they ought to be distinguished;
because Right consists in liberty to do or to forbear, whereas
Law determines and limits to one of them; so that Law and Right
differ as much as Obligation and Liberty, which in one and the
same matter are inconsistent. And because the condition of
man, as has been declared in the precedent chapter, is a con-
dition of war of every one against every one -- in which case
everyone is governed by his own reason and there is nothing he
can meke use of that may not be a help unto him in preserving
his life against his enemies -- it follows that in such a con-
dition every man has a right to everything, even to one an-
other's body.>

Hobbes' conception that "naturally every man has a right to every-
thing," was based on his perception that "the condition of man ...
is a condition of war of every one sgainst every one." This view
of man and the resulting view of the laws of nature was at the op-
posite pole from that of St. Thomas Aquinas. Aquinag' definition
of the theory of natural law read thus:

Supposing the world to be governed by divine Providence
ees it i8 clear that the whole community of the universe is
governed by the divine reason. This rational guidance of
created things on the part of God ... we can call the Eternal
law.

[Now/ since all things which are subject to divine
Providence are measured and regulated by the Eternal law ...
it is clear that all things participate to some degree in
the Eternal law, in so far as they derive from it certain
inclinations to those actions and aims which are proper to
them. But, of all others, rational creatures are subject

15k
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to divine Providence in a very special way; being themselves
made participators in Providence itself, in that they control
their own actions and the actions of others. So they have a
certain share in the divine reason itself, deriving therefrom
a natural inclination to such actions and ends as are fitting.
This participation in the Eternal law by rational creatures
is called the Natural Law ... . As though the light of nat-
ural reason, by which we discern good from evil, and which

is the Natural Law, were nothing else than the impression of
the divine light in us. So it is clesr that the Natural Law
is nothing elsge thag the participation of the Eternsl law in
rational creatures.

Whereas, then, the Hobbesian theory is secular, individual-
istic, and radical, the Thomistic theory is a system of laws of
universal validity and thus is religious, traditionalist and com-

7 The contrast between these two theories is set in the

munitarian.
starkest of terms in order to show as clearly as possible to what
tradition Lamennais belonged. A modification must, however, be
introduced if for no other reason than to lay to rest the myth that
Lamennais simply became one of Rousseau's followers after 183k,

Rousseau stated in his Social Contract: "The passage from the state

of nature to the civil state produces a truly remarkable change in
the individual. It substitutes justice for insatinct in his be-
havior, and gives to his actions a moral basis which formerly was

B Here is set in unmistakable terms the theory according

lacking.
to which the law, as the expression of the "general will' is the
real source of ethics. The main point here is not so much that
Rousseau was thus breaking away from the notion of natursl law --
in Ernest Barker's words, "he felt in his bones that the nation

made law and not law the nation."9 Rather, by failing to draw a



distinction between society and the State, Rousseau made of the
contract of society the creator of moral man out of "a limited and

wlO

stupid animal. This effectively does away with the notion of

universal obligation, limiting duty in its largest sense to "the
sovereign people."11

As stated in the quote above, and prior to the establishment
of any contract, the idea of natural law in AqQuinas is the ultimate
measure of right and wrong. For both Hobbes and Rousseau, however,
the idea of natural law, prior to the establisiment of the contract,
is devoid of moral content.

For Aquinas, the idea of natural law is a theory of law which
governs society; the contract brings into being a state designed
first to enforce this law and only after to protect rights -- rights
as such exist only as a result of obedience to the law. For Hobbes
and Rousseau, the idea of natural law is a theory of rights which
gives rise to the contract because rights cannot be maintained with-
out it. These rights are either partly (Rousseau) or entirely
(Hobbes) surrendered upon the establishment of the contract, thus
creating obligations. Therefore, the contract for Hobbes and Rous-
seau creates society, and thus obligations, natural rights being
preexistent to both; the contract for Aquinas creates a government
-~ God himgelf creates society by making man a social being --
whose function it is to see that obligations are fulfilled so that

rights can exist.
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For Lamennajis, the notion of obligations -- or in his word
devoirs -- came and always remeined before that of rights, which
was subordinate and relative to the former. Several of the quota-
tions given in Chapters II and III unmistakably bear this out.la
This was one of his constant themes, and was, in his own opinion,
the major difference between his thinking and that of "modern”
thinkers. In addition, as has already been shown,'> his opposition
to "modern philosophy,” beginning with Hobbes, was based specifi-
cally on his understanding that it robbed the individual of his
spiritual autonomy and thus created a potentially despotic State.
In other words, Lamennais was a strict Thomist at a time when
Thomism was very unfashionable, and it is no accident that the
revival of interest in Lamennais' works in the 1880's coincided
with the revival of Thomism in Catholic circles.lu

Lemennais followed Aquinas in his rejection of St. Augustine's
notion that the State or political authority "existed primarily
because fallen human beings stand in need of a coercive power to
restrain their evil tendencies and to punish cr:l.lne."]'5 In 1828
he stated that "no government, no police, no order, would be pos-
sible if men were not originally united by bonds which constitute
them into a society -- bonds which are common beliefs conceived
as duties -- ; and this spiritual society is basically the only
true society for without it, no other could be established or sur-

ve."l6

vi And a few pages later he said that "kings and princes

are under the obligation to govern according to God's law ... losing

all right to command as soon as they violate this e, "7



Except for Hegel, the idea that the State should activeiy
engaged in moral leadership to promote a better life for all,
vas an anachronism until well into the 18&0'31.'8 Although the restric-
tions placed on the activities of the State were close to the 1lib-
eral view of the limited functions that the State should perform,
the nature of the functions to be performed was radically differ-
ent. Both Aquinas and lamennais believed that "the task of the
State is actively to produce the conditions under which a full

w19

human life can be lived. If this was far fram the policy of

laissez-faire advocated by the French Liberals at the time, it was

equally far fram the position of those who advocated the absolute
rights of the State over its citizens.

In advocating a return to Thomistic thought, Lamennais was
two generations ahead of his time. His major audience in the 1830's
and 1840's was the lower classes, the people least likely to have
heard, much less understood St. Thamas. BSince Rome had placed all
of Lamennais' works on the Index, those most likely to understand
him did not therefore read him or take him seriously. This may
explain why what he considered his major philosophical statement,

L'Esquisse d'une philosophie, simply did not sell.
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The Essence of the law

If the theory of natural law is a theory of law, as distinct
from a theory of rights, we must still ascertain what for Lamennais
was the essence of the law. Law may either be a command which pro-
ceeds from the will and finds its justification in force, or it may
be a command which proceeds from reason, in which case its Justifi-
cation will be either religious or ethical. It has been said that
the notion of natural law stands or falls on this very gquestion.
"There can be little room left for old-fashioned discussions about the
nature of justice and the essence of the law when human will is made

"20  A1though the decisive

the supreme arbiter of all human values.
step in this direction was taken by Rousseau, the shift from Reason
or God's law to human will, however formulated, as the essence of the
lav, has & history stretching back to the Middle Ages.2l

A8 we have already seen, this is, perhaps not quite properly, a
shift Lamennais recognized, fought against, accusing Protestantism
of being responsible for it. He quite properly recognized that the
trend towards secularization in politics robbed the law of its reli-
gious, and hence, restraining quelity. He feared that once law had
become the expression of human will, that it would become just as
arbitrary and capricious as he perceived human will to be.aa It can
thus be seen that what Lamennais was fighting for was a reestablish-
ment not only of natural law thinking, but of the older natural law
thinking, that which prevailed, although frequently challenged, be-

fore the rise of the School of Natural Law in the seventeenth century.
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For Lamennais, natural law is the imprint in man of God's law,
of the divine law. This is for him, Christianity's greateat claim
to glory and greatest claim to men's loyalty. Describing the change
Christianity brought into the Roman world, he stated in 1817, that
"the law no longer is the expression of the will of the strongest,
its object no longer is to protect special interests, its object
now is to establish justice, everyone's supreme interest."23 And,
following Aquinas ’211» he goes on to describe justice as the order
willed by God and law as the expression of His will.

To describe, or believe, that the essence of law is the expres-
sion of divine reason is only part of the problem, Promulgation is
an integral part of law, for, indeed "promulgation is necessary for
the law to obtain its force.">>

As was stated above, Lamennais accepted the Christian doctrine
until 1834, whereby the promulgation of God's law was revelation as
contained in the Scriptures. In his Essai he tried to prove that
"the precepts and dogmas /of Christianity/ are but the assemblage
and manifestation of all the truths necessary to man."26
attacks on Descartes, his followers and the various schools that
followed him, had only one object -- namely, to show the impossi-
bility of proving that truth can be established by human reason
alone and that, therefore, no matter how one tried, honesty and
love of truth would always throw one back on the precepts found in
the Scriptures.27 But obviously wanting to bolster his own argument

by an appeal to man's common sense he introduced then his famous

doctrinedu sens commun whereby the history of men showed, for anyone
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vwho cared to look at it closely, not only what the nature of man was,
but also the progressive actualization and triumph of the Scriptural
precepts.28 It was in this connection that he used arguments put
forward by Plato, Aristotle, Pascal, Bossuet, and Diderot to show
the falsity of Rousseau's ideas.29

Lamennais' doctrine du sens commun shows the increasing faith

he placed in a science of history as a means to bring to light uni-~
versal laws about man and his behavior. It would, however, be an
error to think that Lamennais was a fellow-traveler of the growing
historical school. The relativism that this school helped foster,
the denial of the existence of universal norms that it stands for,
or, more precisely, its denial of man's ability to transcend the
merely actual and arrive at absolute knowledge, wes utterly foreign
to Lawennais. When he used Gibbon, Blackstone, or Voltaire ,30 it
was only to show that these historians made remarks which supported
the truth he had already stated. His use of St. Augustine, Plato,
St. Basil, Aristotle, and Cicero was similar: they were his author-
ities, "the expression" of ancient wisdom, the carriers of "the
universal tradition of mankind," that religion was the source of

31 In other words, abso-

the law, the principle regulating society.
lute knowledge was attainable by man because this knowledge had been
made available to him. God had revealed His plans and had given man
the means to recognize them. But in order not to fall into the trap
he accused Descartes of having fallen into -- namely, the circular

argument by which Descartes proved the existence of God by showing
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the truth of his perceptions which was itself a result of God's
existence32 -- he refused to acknowledge man's ability to recognize
the truth by himself.

Individual reason, by itself, could not differentiate between
what was true knowledge, the True Law, from the vast knowledge that
mankind had progressively accumulated, which was always increasing,
but which was of secondary importance to man's existence. Did this
mean that man would forever remain unsure, forever doubting, of the
law which justifies his existence in the first place? Certainly
not. Absolute skepticism and absolute certitude were two extremes
which human intelligence for its own well-being, had to avoid.33
But throughout history, men everywhere have shown an attraction for
certain principles, the very same principles enunciated in the
Scriptures, which told something both about man's nature and about
the purpose of his existence. This universal agreement, this sensus
conmunis, was "the geal of the truth" of these principles.3h

It should not be thought that because Lamennais eventually rejec-
ted Catholicism and Christ's divinity, that he shifted from his
original position that the essense of the law was divine reason.

In fact, he began his last major work by saying that "religion,
higher law of free, intelligent man, comprises both the precepts
which regulate his will and his acts in the ethical realm, and the

35 But conscious that his break

justification of these precepts.”
with Rome damaged the credibility of revealed religion as the re-
pository of God's law, he began after 1832 to deemphasize the relig-

ious nature of the law and to emphasize its moral nature,.
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The object of man's search for knowledge was not, as has been
shown, the salvation of his soul. It was, for Lamennais, to enable
man to live a better life by bringing into concordance human laws
with divine law., The radical break that was introduced in his
thought was not due to his break with Rome but to hisg break with
theocracy. As long as the law was promulgated in revelation, the
Church or the priesthood was its repository and interpreter. Hence
his advocacy of a political system in which the Church or the priest-
hood would form a shield between the human power, or the State, and
the subjects or citizens, Society. But in a democracy, where the
power to decide what was law belonged to all equally, there no
longer could be a body to dictate what the law was. In other words,
unless extreme caution was observed, the shift from theocracy to
democracy could mean a shift in the essence of law from divine rea-
son to human will. And in spite of his being one of the most vocif-
erous prophets of democracy from 1830, Lamennais always denied that
law proceeded from human will. Had he accepted this, he would have
to be seen as simply one of Rousseau's followers. But he never did.
Instead, he shifted fram religious to ethical standards as the source
of the law, never, however, abandoning the former for the latter.

But moral standards do not have, of course, the objective
validity that can be attributed to religious ones. Religious
standards as spelled out in revelation, i.e., the truth, regulate

both internal motives and externsl acts on a universal scale and



can thus be brought into conformity with law which is "a uniform
rule of action binding in all men alike."36 Moral standards are
also concerned with internal motives and external acts, but are
essentially based on choice and hence purely individual. What
appears moral to one man under certain circumstances, or at a cer-
tain time, may not appear moral to another unaware 6f the circum-
stances that determined the choice. How can the law, a uniform
rule which cannot and must not be tailored to individual needs, be
brought into conformity with moral standards?

Lamennais went to great lengths to try to show that the relig-
ious precepts contained in revelation were not only God's law as
perceived by human reason throughout the ages, but were in fact
similar to certain moral standards which had become objectified,
end hence had the character of law because they had been
universally recognized, declared and enforced. The four volumes
of his Esquisse are an exercise in logical deduction designed to
show that God's law, or the general notion of justice, was an en-
semble of moral or religious laws, the difference between the two
being obliterated, whose purpose was to maintain and develop the

notion of Being.

The subject of volumes I and II of the Esquisse was to show
that the role of "true philosophy"” was to understand the fundamental
laws of the Creation, of the Universe and of men, so as to offer a
guide for their realization. "True philosophy” must begin with the

notion of "the absolute Being," embracing both the finite and the

16k
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infinite.37 The first error philosophy had to avoid was to take
as its point of departure human reason, which was "finite and con-

38 This was his way of dismissing Cartesianism,

sequently fallible."
and this brief comment rejoined the criticisms of Descartes and his
followers he had written twenty years before. The other error phi-
losophy had to avoid, was to take ag its point of departure either
God or the Universe. To relegate philosophy, as many had done, to
the realm of pure thought produced a radical break in the harmony
and unity of the Creation and hence also in the harmony and unity
of Science.39 This was the path Christian thought had tsken, re-
sulting in the untenable position of having to deal with a teleo-
logical view of man and a nonteleological view of science. Hence
the impossibility of reconciling the political, civil, and economic
laws with their true sources -- namely, religious and moral laws.
"True philosophy" had to achieve this reconciliation.uo In additionm,
the Christian concept of grace destroyed the notion of freedom,
whereas the notion of freedom, from a theological point of view,
destroyed the concept of grace. Yet true theology hadi to admit of
both grace and freedom.hl

He then went on to state his conclusions. "For all beings,
the laws of life are nothing but the laws of their nature, laws
whose essentials are always instinctively known by then."ha And,
in case there were sny remaining doubts about his purpose, he asked
what was religious belief? It was "the general adherence to a con-

ception of God or of the first cause, from which flows the entire



system of beings and of their laws,” and he added, "it is there-
fore evident that all social doctrines must have their principle,
their reason, in a religious doctrine; because society ratiomally
conceived is nothing but the organization of humenity according
to man's natural law."h3

If it is clear that this logical sequence ig a matter of faith,
it 418 no less clear that Lamennais was avoiding a major philosophi-
cal problem. And that was the problem of epistemology. How was the
knowledge of man's natural law to be leaimed? 1In addition, how was
"the general adherence to a conception of God or of the first cause,"
to be achieved? Were "true philosophers" in possessiom of "this
mysterious intuition which characterizes the relationship of man-
kind with truth® to be the ideal legislators?“‘ And even if they
were granted this power, how were they first to be selected, and
second to enact practical and enforceable laws which would not only
be in accordance with "men's natural law" but which would also achieve
the purpose of this law?

Lamennais did not finish the third part of his Esquisse vhere
these questions logically would have been treated. But we can
glimpse his solution in the Constitution he wrote in 1848. Im it,
he proposed a system of govermment which was composed of two paral-
lel structures, one legislative and executive, the other judicial.
Both of these structures were based on universal suffrage and cul~
minated, first in a National Assembly, whose vote was never s:ecret:,h‘j
and whose power over the executive was t:otal,h6 and second, in a
National High Court which could only be called into sessiom by the

National Auenbly,w and vhose function wag to judge the actions
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of all legislative and executive nu.!mberl.,‘8 However, there was
also what he called a Supreme Court elected not by universal suf-
frage, but by all the judges of the nation for a period of three
yearl.hg This court was charged with "the safeguard of the consti-
tution, the interpretation of the laws and of their uniform appli-
cation."so In other words, a selected number of men had final power
of judgment over all the laws. And although the constitution had to

o1 the power granted

be voted on by 2all citizens over the age of 21,
to this Supreme Court was a check over an otherwise democratic
system, In addition, all citizens not having received the proper
level of education were deprived of their political ri.ght'.a.5 2
This constitution suggests that Lamennais, when forced to recon-
cile theory and practice, drew back from his democratic pronounce-
ments, refusing in part to meke the will of the people the source

23 The wisdom of a selected few, as well as the power of

of law,
education, seemed to embody Reason, as the necessary check over a
democratic scheme which was bound to issue in a radical denial of
the theory that law was other than what man willed it to be.

In other words, Lamennais trusted in the wisdom of the majority
to adopt a constitution, drawn up by him and embodying his concep-

Sk But refusing

tion of what divine reason had declared law to be.
to concede abgolute power to enact human laws to the representatives
elected by the "educated" members of society, he devised a scheme

to rule on the constitutionality of the laws, essentially the func-

tion reserved to the Church or the priesthood in a theocracy.
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In 1848 Lamennais stated that "there are rights and duties an-
terior and superior to all positive laws and independent of thu."55
Thus, Jamennais, even then, still followed St. Thomas who had pro-
pounded three laws. The first was eternal law, the law which was
the dictate of divine reason. The second was natural law, the im-
print in nature of eternal law. The third was positive law, the
lav made by man vhich had to accord to natural law to be legitimate.

It is evident that these were not three separate laws, three
independent rules of action, but rather one law progressively made
concrete. It was a sequence according to vhich positive law, to be
morally binding, had to be rooted in divine reason. If Lamennais
did not mention the two-fold division of the divine law, the 0ld law
and the new law respectively corresponding to the 0ld and the New

56 he aid mention a fourth law, the law of evil, to explain

Testament,
the deviation from reasomable behavior on the part of men which produ-
ced evil.57 But by and large, what he was concerned to show was the
logiecal sequence of eternal to natural to positive law.

The acknowledgement and recognition of the existence of eternal
law in Lamennais' work was the foundation of his whole philosophical
and political edifice. The very proof of the existence of this law
was life itself. He stated in the introduction to the first volume
of his Essai that "in whatever sense one considers it, truth is

58

life, unique cause of man's and society's existences."” Aware that

the attempt to prove the existence of truth was a hopeless under-
taking, he tried instead to show that unbelief was harmful and
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absurd.59 He was thus hoping to convince his readers not so much
of the existence of truth, or of eternal law ~- terms that he used
interchangeably -- but of the necessity to believe in it. More
than twenty years later, in the introduction to the first volume of
his Esquisse, he stated the same principles in clearer terms:
"There exist truths whose existence i8 not to be proven, that can-
not logically be proven, yet whose existence is unquestionable, be-
cause it is through their existence that the certainty of all other

truths is established."®°

The eternal law was Being, or more precisely the idea of Being.el
It was neither essence nor existence. It was both. The idea of
Being "is what is of itself and by itself, or more simply what 13."62
It was an idea which man could not comprehend; it, in fact, set the
limits of human 1nte111gence.63 To ask what ceme first, essence or
existence, was absurd for man could never find the answer. There-
fore, man had to accept the idea of Being as including both, exis-
tence or nature and essence which was God.

For Lamennais the idea of Being was "in an absolute and general
sense ... something radical and primitive, conceived as the necessary
foundation of all that exists and all that can exist anteriorly to
all specifications, either infinite in God, or finite in created
beings."6h Such an idea could not be denied, for, to deny it would
be like denying one's own existence which was clearly dbsurd.65

Although written in the late 1830's, this idea recalled another he

had expressed twenty years before. And this was that suicide was
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"the sad effect of the extinction of faith."66 One could not,
short of killing one's self, deny the fact of one's existence.
That God, "the one who is ... , and by nature not demonstra-

ble n67
’

should be placed somewhat below the idea of Being, on a
par with Creation, was a radical departure from traditional Chris-
tian doctrine. It was an attempt to formulate a cosmology which,
while not breaking entirely free from Christian postulates, took
modern scientific achievements into account. The Biblical account
of the Creation had to be ref‘uted,68 and the mystery of man's
origin aecepted.69 And, although this was written after his bresk
with the Church, it was not such a radical departure for Lamennais.
He never had exhibited the hostility to the things of this world
that was traditional in Catholicism. It was always the well-being
of society that preoccupied him and not the state of man's soul.

The idea of Being, as the eternal law, dictated certain terms,
the first of which was faith. It goes without saying that if
Being was the term to which everything tended, belief would be a
powerful psychological means to overcome everything that tended
towards non-being, that is, disorder, destructive behavior, ignor-
ance, and hatred. In fact, indifference, the theme of his first
five volumes, was seen as the antithesis to faith, as the root of
all existing evils.

The second term dictated by the idea of Being was love. Love,
70

in fact, was "the principle of production and conservation,"

that which "tends to realize externally its object, that is the



nTl Faith and love were the two terms of the exis-

good, or truth.
tence and continued development of Creation. Indifference and
hatred were their respective antithesis, that which led to destruc-
tion, death, non-being. But the continued existence and develop-
ment of the Creation affirmed that indifference and hatred did not
and could not for any length of time hold sway. Faith and love
were thus the terms of that law which was eternal, the unfathomable
principle from which everything flowed.72
Lamennais' universe was not a static order of things.

73

It was "the actualization of the idea of Being,"'~ a process of

becoming, merging the "organic order" to the "intelligent order."'m
In other words, both matter and spirit were constantly evolving in-
to a unity called Being.75 Reverting back to a medieval type of
allegorical thinking, he suggested that the development of the
universe, as well ag the development of mankind, were similar to
the development of the individua.l.76 As men physically grew, so
did his intelligence, his awareness. Man, being part of an evolving
universe, had therefore to know and to obey the law according to
which this development proceeded. This was necessary not only so
that he might himself develop, but also in order not to disturb

the development of the universe itself. Man, at that point in

time, was mid-way between the "organic order" and the "intelligent
order."” But being on a microcosmic scale what God and the universe
were on a macrocosmic scale, he knew that he was not what he could
be.77 Trapped between two orders of things, neither of which he

78

could escape, he felt "boredom, disgust, anguish, and often

171



172

violated the law designed to actualize the idea of Being. Evil,
which was the result of a behavior contrary to that dictated by

the end assigned to the Creation, was therefore "in essence, purely
individual."’? But clearly uncomfortable about the origin of evil,
he preferred, leaving such things as pestilence or the Lisbon

earthquake aside, to paraphrase Voltaire: "Mystére effrayant, le
80

mal est dans le monde."

Natural law, for Lamennais, had the same self-evident char-
acter as eternal law. "Nothing is unless it is not alone."81
From this statement he went on to show that the preservation and
development of life in nature was the result of an equilibrium
reached because of the multiplicity of functions, the mwltiplicity
of limits, constantly interacting to preserve, in seeming chaos,
the existence of the whole.82 In the vast organism of nature,
numerous beings (organic and inorganic) form as many specific or-
ganisms whose functions must harmonize; each developing according
to the measure of its functions and never beyond, in order not to
become, instead of an instrument of life, a cause of perturbation
and of death.83 And excluding man for a moment from his specula-
tions, he concluded: "Thus it is that every being, without the
disappearance of any species, meets everywhere laws that are supe-
rior to theirs, obstacles to its exceasive and chaotic develop-
w8l

ment..

But as always, Lamennais had stated his real conclusion before

he argued its validity.
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In order to understand human society, we must establish
what the principle of soclety in general is. Because if so-
ciety is conceived of as an infinity of forms and modifica-
tions, each dependent upon the nature of the associated beings,
there is a general cause recognizable in all the particulars,
from which proceeds everything they have in common. Now, from
this point of view, society embraces all beings universally
and its principle must be found in one of the prime necessities
of their existence. 'They (all beings) exist only by virtue of
the relations that mutually link them to the whole ... . The
Universe is therefore but one great society, in which each
being, united to all others, exercises ... its proper functions,
necessagg to the integral conservation and development of the
whole.'

Unity was therefore the fundamental principle of life in the uni-
verse, reflecting the unity of the idea of Being.

Two implications of this fundamental principle were clear:
first, man could not be considered in isolation, but only as an in-
tegral part of soc:lety;86 and second, the principle imposed on every-
one equally a fundamental duty: that of contributing to the preser-
vation and development of the life of the whole.87

But society, by its very nature, meant multiplicity -- "to be

88

united, several things must exist. And the very duty each was

imposed with gave it rights which were distinct for each species
of beings.89
From this point, one distinction had to be made. There were
inorganic and organic beings, the latter of which man was a part.
But at a point in time man, alone of all other organic beings, had
"a vision of absolute Being and of /his/ relstive Being."’C This
moment marked the beginning of intelligence, setting apart man from

all other bheings. Inorganic and orgenic beings were preserved by
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their instincts which were but the laws of their respective natures.
If duty could not be said to be imposed on them, for they could not
have a consciousness of it, their preservation as species suggested

that it was nevertheless imprinted in their behavior.gl

However,
they did have rights, which were nothing but one of man's duties
towards them.92 And in a tirade more reminiscent of 1970's ecolo-
gists than of philosophers of the 1830's, he pleaded, quoting from
two naturalists' studies, for respect for this mysterious equilib-
rium between all forms of life.93
Duty, "the conservative principle of the whole,” and right,
"the conservative principle of the individual" were thus "insepa-
rably linked and conceived only by their union, represented the
primary, absolute conditions of all existence."%
This long disquisition, however, was merely to set the analysis
of naturel law as it applied to human society within context. For
human society was what interested Lamennais.%-
Human society, as a physical specieg, had both duties and
rights. But by its awareness of the eternal Being and its aware-
ness of self, it was also a spiritual entity. This is what Lamen-
nais meant when he said that man was mid-way between the organic
and the intelligent ord.er.g6 As a gpiritual entity human society
also had duties and rights. Because, however, what made man human,
i.e., other and above the animal world, was partaking of divine
intelligence, or divine reason, the spiritual rights and duties
took precedence over the rights and duties binding him to the phys-

ical universe.



The conjunction of duty and right in the intelligent order, or
the equilibrium that duty and right represented was what Lamennais
called Justice, the Moral Law, or Religion, "that which binds."97
Justice and religion were thus one and the same thing. They were
both the apex and the entire body of a structure which bound man-
kind for it was "the expression of the nature of men and of the
principle of their conservation ... . [ft wag7 identified as human
conscience or as the unconsidered consciousness of good and evil in
[men's/ relationships to free acts."® This position was not a
radical departure or a contradiction from the principle he had al-
ways affirmed that "authority was the necessary basis of social and
religious fa.ith."99 There existed one truth and Jjustice, or relig-
ion, was the law which dictated how this truth would be realized.

That this law was identified as human conscience did not give

the individual the right to determine what his beliefs were to be,

much less the right to impose them on others. The shift of emphasis
from outside authority to human conscience as the necessary basis of

faith was dictated by Lamennais' political evolution. In the 1820's

he was strongly anti-democra.’cic,loo and thus "an infallible author-
ity /wes/ absolutely necessary to guarantee that the law would be
respected by all, and specially by those in positions of power."101

This infallible authority was the Pope and the Church was its in-

strument. It formed a barrier between God and men designed to assure

that the latter follow the former's law. And to keep within the
Catholic tradition this spiritual power had jurisdiction over the

temporal power whose primary duty it was to enforce its decrees.
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Lemennais was then responsible for resurrecting the old medi-
eval controversy over the supremacy of the two pu'wers.lo2 But his
advocacy position of resurrecting the equality, or even the superi-
ority, of the spiritual power with the temporal power was essentially
unstable. Lamennais did not ignore that the time he lived in was
somevhat different from that of the thirteenth century. Also, and
he may not at first have been aware of it, the controversy of the
supremacy of the two powers had been a controversy only because one
party to this controversy, the Church, believed that saving souls

03 Not in the least concerned

was its ultimate objective and du.ty.:L
with this subject, Lamennais was bound sooner or later to realize
the unreal nature of the matter he had raised and concentrate in-
stead on what concerned him, that is the nature of legitimate polit-
ical authority.

This is what he did in Des progrés de la révolution, whose

purpose it was to "compare the frightening confusion of doctrines

... With the only social theory which appears correct."lou As he

expected, this book was the first shot in the battle that ended

more than five years later with the isgsuance of the encyclical

34,105

Singulari Nos of June 25, 18 Lamennais did not expect to

lose this battle; he was anticipating, and his book was designed
to help bring about, a political revolution which would bring
France's political system in harmony with what he believed Papal
policy ought to be. Speaking of the catastrophe that was fast ap-

proaching, he told Benoit D'Azy, "I fear it the less, the more it
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appears to me inevitaeble., I see in it the carrying out of the in-
destructible laws which rule the social world, and I cannot conceive
of the possibility of a veritable regeneration without further up-

heavals."lo6

This revolution was made necessary because "there can
be peace and order only under the rule, equal for all, of justice

and right."lo7 And he did not believe that either Royalists or
Liberals could bring about such a rule.108 He counted on "the masses"
to effect the necessary changes, one of which was to sweep out the
resistance of the French bishops,109 and the success of his book
everywhere, in spite of the obstacles of "la diplomatie européenne,”

110

confirmed him in his opinions. Henceforth democracy was to be

the goal as well ag the means of social regeneration.

How could democracy accommodate itself to a social organiza-
tion which allowed a distinct group, the priesthood, to arrogate
to itself a power over and asbove that which each man by nature
equally possessed? Such a social organization condones inequality

nlll

and thus "destroys right. Since it is incompatible with the

rule of justice, religion, in the sense employed by Christianity,

cannot form an order outside that prescribed by nature and its 1aws.112

113

Worship is simply the obedience to the moral law; no interven-
tion, however justified, can be accepted between God and man --
"the priesthood is ... essentially indiv:ldual."nh In other words,
democracy as the means to establish peace and order places & burden

on each man's shoulders, that of knowing and obeying the moral law

and rejecting the idea of institutionalized religions.
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To know and obey the moral law is duty, but it is duty freely
performed. Man must rationally, voluntarily submit to laws which
he cannot escape and freely perform the actions dictated by these
laws, for it is the freedom with which these actions are performed
that validates their moral contents.lls

If man's duty is obedience, his right is freedom. Rhetoric
aside, this is the scheme he had proposed more than thirty years
earlier in the introduction to his _E_ss_a_i_.ue Man, he had then said,
is free "not to err, but to revolt; not to refuse to see, but to
deny what he gees." 17 Man therefore possesses the ability to dis-
cern what is right from what is wrong and the freedom to choose
between *t:hexn.l]'8 This ability to discern is his direct link to
God; it is what proves, for Aquinas as well as for Lamennals, that
man partakes directly of divine reason. It is on this very point,
-- that is, the relationship between divine reason and natural rea-
son -- that Lamennais argues against the validity of Liberalism in
1829 in his First Letter to the Archbishop of Paris.lld

It is obvious that if natural reason is dependent on divine
reason, right will be radically dependent on duty.l?'o Hence free-
dom, which is the first and most natural right, will be radically
dependent upon what constitutes duty, that 1s obedience to a legal
framework embodying, and designed to achieve, Justice. This is
the essential thought behind the masthead of L'Avenir -- "Dieu et
la liberté.” And if this was perceived as a revolutionary slogan

by Metternich, Czar Nicholas, the French Catholic hierarchy and
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eventually by Rome,lm' it was perceived correctly, even perhaps

more correctly than Lamennais intended. It is doubtful whether
Lamennais fully realized that the meaning he was giving to the
word religion was in fact revolutionary. All of his articles in
L'Avenir have only one goal: denouncing the lack of social jus-
tice; with the implication that it is the role of religion to
fight for social justice. It was a radical departure from what
religion was supposed to be, as Cardinal Paul-Thérése D'Astros
clearly perceivecl.]'22

Some years later, in a pithy epigram, Lamennais gave expres-
sion to what he thought religion had became. "What is history?
it is the long record of the agony of humanity. The authorities
hold the ax Ever its neck/, while the priest urges it to be pa-
tient.™23 This view ran counter to what he had ever believed,
that religion was "the eternal legislation of all beings and man-
kind in particular,"lah as well as the means to implement this
legislation. Hence the absolute conviction that religion and polit-
ics are one and the same thing, which made him first the initiator
and then the leader of Ultramontanism, which was but a political
means to impose a universal and moral principle on all governments.

Lamennais published the outline of a theory of knowledge in

1829,125

In the 1830's he thought it necessary to elaborate on
this theory and presented a further sketch in 1834 modifying some
of the concepts he had discussed five years ea.r].ier.126 He kept

working on what he thought was a full-fledged theory of knowledge



whose ostensible purpose was to demonstrate how men, without the
intervention of the Scriptures or self-appointed interpreters,
could know what the true law was.127

It would be tiresome and not altogether to the point to follow
through all of the refinements that he brought on to his theory of
knowledge, if such a scheme can really be dignified with such a
label. Volume III of his Esquisse is a compendium of endless spec-
ulations and details purporting to show mankind's progression from
Industry, whose term is utility, to Art, whose term is beauty, to
Science, whose term is truth. The confusing nature of his work is
probably what led most of it to be disregarded by later generations.

True knowledge, he argued, was no longer a matter of theology
and, although he did not spell it out, those in possession of this
knowledge, those who establish what universal laws are and dictate
that positive law must reflect these laws, are not priests but
scientists and ph:llosophers.l28 In addition, the history of man's
past is no longer a sacred record but a secular one which must be
thoroughly examined. Was he aware that such an endeavor would sub-
vert the whole foundations of Christian historiography? Probably
not. He probably believed that fundemental Christian teachings
would be confirmed as correct by this process. He was not the first
to turn back towards ancient sources to find confirmation of his
beliefs and find his beliefs undermined thereby.

Although he did not, as compared to Bossuet, accept the Bible
as a correct historical record, he continued to explain the unknown

by the known and thus partly deserves to be called a latter-day

180
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Scholastic. Lamennais' greatest failing, however, was his super-
ficial and thoroughly dated treatment of evil., Evil, for him, was
not real; it was simply the result of deviation from established
laws. Although he knew how to paint poignant pictures of work-
ing-clagss 1life, he did not appreciate man's capacity for sufferirg
and the inherent dignity that comes with it. The tragic sense of
life would have been a meaningless concept for him. He followed
Aquinas too closely and failed to realize that many of Aquinas'
ideas had been Questioned. He accepted Aquinas' belief "that the
problems of political science could be subsumed in the broader

framework of philosophical and theological wor].d--views,"]'29

yet
he had neither Aquinas' grasp of philosophical problems nor his
training. He strained to find the rationale of political authority
in social needs and forces, yet refused to get acquainted with what
the new science of economics had to say.

Lamennais' shortcomings have to be mentioned so that we may
understand his failure to complete the work which by his own admis-
sion was most needed. His Esquisse d'une philosophie was supposed
to have three parts, the first dealing with God and the universe,
the second treating of man, and the third comprising Lamennais'

130 mne rirst part was published in 1840 along

thought on society.
with a portion of the second. The remaining portion of the second
wag published in 1846. In 1848 he published the first half of

Part Three under the title De la soci&té premiére et de ses lois,

ou de la religion. As the title indicates, in thias work he was not
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concerned with the society of his day. This topic would have con-

stituted Lamennais' Politics, and although he lived for another six

years, he did not work on it in spite of the fact that it was sup-

posed to be the culmination of his life's work. Some fragments of

it, that Lamennais did not publish, were recovered and published by

Christian Maréchal in 1897, but they add little to our knowledge of

Lamennais' thought on the subject. Yet it was in this work that

positive law would have been treated in detail and that the relation-

ship of natural law to positive law would have been exposed.13l
Various ekplanations have been given for Lamennais' failure to com-

plete his work; lack of money, ill heelth, disappointment with the

results of the December, 1848 presidential elections. None of these

is very satisfactory. Lamennais often lacked money and had to

edit newspapers to meke a living; this never prevented him from

working on his assigned task. He was always ill, or rather, he always

complained about his health; yet until late 1853 he worked both as

a newspeper editor and attended to his duties asan elected represen-

tative to the National Assembly. This last seems to teke care of

the theory according to which he was disappointed by the arrivael of

Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte on the French political scene. Rather, a

cage can be made for Lamennais' disappointment with his own abilities

to undertake such a task. So long as what he wrote remained in the

realm of theory, he could go on endlessly. But confronted with

facts, political facts, which had to be reconciled with his theories,

he realized that the entire context of his thoughts led to an in-

superable dilemma.
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The question which must have troubled him first was, how to
achieve what he had always considered a prime necessity -- that
is unity. When inner unity is lacking, as the May and June days
obviously showed, unity must be imposed. But how compatible was
this with his democratic ideal? Further, certitude and faith al-
ways remained for him the very conditions of man's existence. How
could this be reconciled with the latest behavior of the French
upper classes in 18487 And how could Society, which was the cre-
ation of God, based as it was on man's most fundamental, most
"natural” instinct, that of sociability, justify the use of com-
pulsion? Yet facing the conditions of 1848, some form of compul-
sion had to be integrated into the legal framework of the country.
More important perhaps was his repeated objection to man's assump-
tion of the attribute of sovereignty. Who or what could be the
translator of God's law into human law? If constitution-making
wag such a process, the people who voted for or against this con-
stitution still had the last word. Did this mean that God's law
was simply what the majority wanted it to be? In this case, how
were the differences between majority rule and equal, "God-given,"
liberties to be reconciled? Would this last dilemma not lead to
Rousseau's answer -- an answer he had opposed for forty years?

These were some of the questions which faced Lamennais the
politician and law-maker in 1848. There are scattered evidences
in his works that he was aware of these problems, but that further

study and further work would lead to a solution. The only thing
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he did, however, was to try to embody in his projet de constitution

ideas about freedom he had advocated for twenty years. No solution
to the other problem was apparent and, confronted with the brutal
truth of his own shortcomings, he simply stopped working on his

Esquisse and went on instead to translate Dante's Divine Comedy.
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Chapter V: LAMENNAIS, LAW AND MORALITY

Is Law to be Equated with Morals?

In spite of a modest revival in the last thirty years, the
doctrine of x}atural law has a subordinate role in contemporary
Juriaprudence.l In Professor John Rawls' view, although modern
legal systems depend on a moral comsensus, it is eventually the
knowledge of the coercive powers of gowermments which allegedly
maintains compliance with the rule of law and makes possible the
existence of frec.edan.2 Force therefore takes precedence over mora-
lity as the agency closest to law in providing and protecting freedom.

This is what Lamennais specifically rejected. His concept
of freedom was intimately connected with a certain relation between
law and morality, which is, according to A.P. D'Entrives, "the
crux of all natural law theory."3 In fact, natural law's oldest
maxim : to do good and avoid evil, was the basis upon which Lamennais
tried to build his elaborate legal structure ,h and as such, he was
concerned exclusively with human behavior.

Since the connection between law and morals is the decisive
point of natural law theory, Lamennais' explanation of this point,
a8 well as the inferences he drew from it, must be analyzed. Here
again we find Lamennais staying close to Aquinas' interpretation
rather than to the modern secular interpretation. If there was any
shift of position on his part, and this is far from clear, it would
seem that he drew closer to the Stoic interpretation as he went

along, without, however, breaking away entirely from Thomimm.
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The crux of the matter is the meaning given to the word reason.
To the Romans, reason meant essentially experience, whereas in
Aquinas, reason is a gift of God, and for the eighteenth century
reason simply is something which stands on its own.s The difference
between AqQuinas and the eighteenth-century interpretations amounts
to a secularization of the concept of natural law -- a step which,
in spite of difficulties, Lamennais never took, as will be shown.

The content, as distinguished from the form of natural law,
must be a moral one, if it is to serve as a standard for judging
actions as well as institutions. For Aquinas "the first precept of
law 557 that good is to be done and ensured, and evil is to be

avoided. nb

For Lamennais, "of the precept to love one's fellow-
being as one's self because of God, derive all the laws of morals

7 To do good or to love was the application of the

and of society."
maxim: do as you would be done by, which summarized the two basgic
duties of natural law, duty to God and duty to others. The imposi-
tion of these duties had as its objective to bring about Justice
which was nothing but "the order willed by God. And the law ...
[is] the expression of this w11,
But in order to do anything, one must be free to do it. The
morality of freedom had therefore to be established if justice was
to ensue. Freedom for Lamennais was, and always remained, the
abilit‘y to choose. Ko action can be considered moral if it was not
freely performed. "Take away freedom, the power to choose or the
power to break the law, and the society of intelligent beings would

not differ from that of enimals."> This statement was made in 1848;
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but thirty years earlier he had said the same thing. "The mind is
free vhen it obeys legitimate authority, or God, who alone has the
right to prescribe beliefs. The heart is free when it obeys the
laws of order, or obeys God, who alone has the right to prescribe
duties. The mind and the heart are slaves when they obey man. "0
Or again a few years later, "Two things constitute freedom: the
legitimacy of power, and the conformity of its action with immutable
,justice."u
As these three statements show, freedom of choice for Lamennais
meant something quite different, for example, from the freedom of
choice J. S, Mill propounded in On Liberty. For Lamennais the
options were restricted to two: a good one which was God's law,
and a bad one, that which was contrary, or which went against that law.
This is what was meant by the following statement made after his
bresk with the Church: "Christianity and freedom, inseparably
united in their common root, are each other's necessary condition, "
In other words, man's ability to choose was restricted by the
choice that was presented. Unrestricted choice could not result
in freedom because the notion of unlimited options to choose was
illusory. This difference went to the root of his difference with
Liberalism: "When Liberalism demands freedom, it demands order;
it demands what no one has the right to refuse to men,what God
himself commands them to want and to love. But this freedom that
Liberalism prays for is rejected by its doctrine, and whatever it

does, its doctrine leads the masses to an inevitable servitude."l3



Both Lamennais and the Liberals believed that freedom resulted
from the rule of law. But, as should be clear by now, what Lamen-
nais meant by rule of law wasquite distinct from what Liberalism
meant by it. Otherwise, how could the sharp attack Lamennais made
against Louis-Philippe be justified when the King stated that "la
libert& ne consiste que dans le régnedes lois."lu

As stated above, the crux of the matter was the meaning given
to the word reason. If the concept of reason was allowed to stand
on its own, the options perceived were unlimited and the choice
made uninhibited. But if reason were seen as God's gift to man,
the options had to be limited between what God wanted and what he
did not want, between what was good and what was evil. In the
former case, as could be seen in Hobbes, positive law determined
what freedom was. In the latter case, since freedom preceded all
political association, positive law could not have this power. The
various claims to freedom Lamennais made in L'Avenir were perfectly

consistent with the latter position, as well as his arguments on

the nature of sovereignty.

‘The juncture between morality and freedom therefore
regsided in man's nature. Since reason was a gift of God, to be
free man had to know what freedom was and he had to will this free-
dom. "Now will implies two conditions, the knowledge of its object

15 La-

and the love of this object, o. a motive and an attraction."
mennais was here speaking of the will of a free individual. "In

regard to man's superior laws, [firaﬂ there is knowledge, from

196
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which motive is born ... fand/ there is love, ... and [second/ there
is the act, or the term of the will, which properly is called wor-
ship. Worship has two relations, one to the infinite being, the

nl6 Free

other to all finite beings; it is also called morality.
will thus denoted knowledge, love, and action consistent with both.
Actions which resulted from will without knowledge and love marked
an individual as unfree.

Freedom, for Lamennais, was thus wholly dependent on knowledge.
Whoever did not possess knowledge could not be free, and, as unfree
men could not be left to determine what free men would do, those
without this knowledge were to be deprived of civil and political
rights.17 Who or vhat determined what knowledge consists of is in
his writings unclet!.r,]'8 but there were some "natural elements" which,
for him, were self-evident. Tseking a page out of Plato, he argued
that the individual was not a complete unit. "The natural element
of society ... is the family, because this element must perpetuate
itself as does society: the individual dies, the family is immortal
+eo o It follows that marriage, without which the family 1s not
possible, is the basis of society."lg Although never specifically
mentioned, no doubt is left of Lamennais' belief that positive law
had to have an entirely free hand in regard to morals, especially
in the case of sexual morality. There is not one {race of evidence
that he was aware that by granting complete power of legisiation
over all moral issues he was undermining his own case in favor of

individual freedom. He violently attacked the Crémieux law making
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divorce possible in certain calu,eo and snide remarks about vices

and perversions are scattered throughout his works. This attests
to a morally conservative disposition, and raises doubts of Lamen-
nais' understanding of the problems he had undertaken to solve.

There is, however, nothing inconsistent about such a view of
the relationship between law, freedom, and morality, when the pur-
pose of freedom is to serve a higher goal. Freedom, after all, is
nothing but the means to make man morally responsible; and few, if
any, in Lamennais' time would have argued that law had nothing to
do with morality. But then, his constant clamoring about freedom
was bound to lead to misunderstandings, as it eventually did. For
if freedom is "a necessity,” indeed a "dogmatic law,” without which
no man can be held responsible for his mct:ionl,a:L one may legiti-
mately ask who or what will have the power to decide how this law
is to be defined and enforced? But on this point the political re-
former withdrew behind the theologian who, by definition, was con-
cerned with the ends and not with the means, and declared that faith
was the answer. Yet the end, the rule of justice, would never come
to pass untll man was morally responsible, or free.

Since justice was the end to be achieved, its morality was
easily established by identifying it with "the moral law" or "relig-
ion." But theology had its limits, particularly when misguided
academicians continued to argue that Rousseau made a lot of sense
vwhen he equated justice with the general will. One of these men,

Frangois de Corcelles, wrote a book in 1831 whose purpose was to
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reproach Lamennais for having misunderstood the Social Contract on

this very point. Corcelles' argument was that the doctrine con-

tained in the Social Contract was not really complete; that Rous-

seau had nowhere gaid that the general will created justice; but
that the general will vas simply the manifestation of justice as
perceived collectively by the people., What was there in this faith-
ful account, he asked, that was "in contradiction with the divine

law of justice promulgated by the conscience of nmnk:l.ml?"22 Indeed,

if each man's conscience had been made subject to natural laws "the
same for all, without exceptions as to time, place or race," these
laws were not to be looked for outside of ourselves, and the free
expression of all was bound to be & true reflection of these laws.
Men had thus neither to look for them nor to learn them from some-
one else. The only thing required for their true expression was
that men be free, i.e., that no arbitrary or tyrannical will be
imposed on them.

Lamennais, obviously confronted with an argument which, using
his own terms, was similar to the one he put forward in his theory
of Sens Commun beginning in 1820, again appealed to morality to
save himself from this embarrassing attack. First, he said, Rous-
seau novhere in the Social Contract spoke of a law binding all
people together. In Rousseau's other writings, he mentioned that
reason, then conscience, were subject to a law, but this law was
always independent of any external authority. Did this mean that,
for Rousseau, justice had its foundations in either thought or feel-

ing? "Now, I am asking you, is not this doctrine in direct
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contradiction with the notion of a perpetual and common Justice?"23
Then, coming back to a point he had repeatedly stressed, Lamennais
insisted that justice -- a divine, immutable, universal law -- was
a moral bond existing regardless of the fact that it was or was not
perceived or felt,

But then, Lamennais said, there is an even better proof that
Rousseau's doctrine is erroneous. Did he not state that if the
people want to harm themselves, no one can prevent them from doing
s0? Is this not similar to Jurieu's claim that the people need no
reason to validate their acts? This clearly proves, for Lamennais,
that justice cannot be equated with will; for right reason cannot
countenance the notion that someone might want deliberately to ham
himself: such a notion mekes nonsense of reason itself. Since this
is untenable, the general will cannot morally be binding and thus
cannot either create, or be the true expression of, justice.

Having triumphed through his use of logic, Lamennais magnani-
mously asked Corcelles to recognize his error in thinking that Rous-
seau's doctrine was similar to his and to recognize the superiority
of equating justice with right, as embodied in "a revelation tradi-
tionally handed down."zu

Although this battle of wits took place in the middle of 1831,
Lamennais dogmatically refused to reconsider his position once he
had himself shown that revelation was less than the sacred text the
Church claimed it to be. In 1848 he was still blind to his own

contradiction of placing absolute sovereignty in the hands of the
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French people in Article III of his constitution, while limiting it
in the preamble to this constitution by "rights and duties anterior

and superior to all positive laws."
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Morality and the State

We have seen that Lamennais considered man a soclal being by
nature. But man, by nature also, had the freedom to violate God's
laws. If socliety was to survive, there had to be a mechanism,
devised by society itself, to enforce these laws. The State was
such a mechanism; it was "the general means to order in society,"
and as such "it /was/ living justice."®® The connection between
morality and the State could not have been more clearly established:
the State's only function was to enforce the moral law.

Lamennais, on this point, relied on the authority of both

26 27

Aquinas™~ and Montesquieu. Admittedly, if the State arrogated

to itself powers beyond those which properly belonged to it, re-
sistance to its command was 1egitimate.28 The claim Lamennais re-
peatedly made was that legitimate power -- that which enforced duty
and protected right, as he defined these -- could not be conasidered
coercive. The belief that without laws anarchy would prevail under-
lay this claim and legitimatized power.

This was another way of saying, as he repeatedly did after
1828, that coercion was opposed to morality. His famous apostrophe
to the clergy in 1828 to the effect that coercion was mad and use-
less and should be replaced by persuasion played a large part in
divesting him of his reputation as a harsh theocrat.29 Yet what he
hed advocated before was merely obedience to laws. To be sure,
what he meant by laws then were decrees protecting, and even helping,

the Catholic Church at a time vwhen this idea was none too popular.3°
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But there is not the shift in attitude that many have seen in it.
What he wanted then were laws, decreed by the king under the guidance
of Rome, designed to enforce the necessary religious principles.
What he called for afterwards were laws issued from a democratic
government to enforce the moral law. All the arguments over what
constituted a "legitimate" government confused the issues. Who
would not have agreed with the following declaration: "The govern-
ment, simple executor of the law made by all, or by the delegates
of all, only watches that no one goes beyond his prescribed right,
and injures the right or freedom of anyone else."3l As a rhetorical
device, such a statement marked Lamennais as a moderate, rational
man., But it was unfortunately meaningless until the word right was
defined. In 1834, he defined what were the rights guaranteed by
the political association. The basic principle of the political and
civil association was the same as that of the religious association:
the absolute equality of all men before the law. This original
equality excluded all power of man over man and was the justification
for the innate freedom each man possessed. The first right that
had to be guaranteed by law, therefore, was this very freedon.32
In concrete terms, this freedom consisted first of spiritual
rights, and second of material rights. The spiritual rights were
freedams of thought and of conscience, but as they were in the prov-
ince of God only, these rights could not be the subject of legisla-
tion by men. The political association's only duty towards them was

to prevent any attack, or other acts, which would alter them. The
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State had the specific duty to punish these a,cts.33 However, "all

men are under the obligation to obey them freely."3b'

What appeared
to be a contradiction in terms was not so for Lamennais: his be-
lief in the reasonableness of man had an early eighteenth-century
flavor vhich was at variance with his unwillingness to trust in
human reason in other areas.

The material rights were those related to the conservation of
humen life. They were freedom of persons and property. Freedom
of persons did not mean individual freedom which was clearly illu-
sory in the material world.35 What Lamennais meant by freedom of
persons was freedom of the family, the natural unit of society.

No law could be enacted which interfered with this uwnit -- it was
a sacred institution by its nature -- , and therefore, the right
to divorce or the exclusive right of the State to educate children

were clearly excluded. 36

Freedom of property was just as essential
for property made for material independence from man to man., Prop-
erty, linked as it was as a right with the femily, was hereditary.
No law could be enacted which touched in any way this right, except
for taxation purposes and in this case, only if the owner expressly
consented to it.37 It was only several years later that Lamennais
made the suggestion that, for the sake of equality and freedom, some
limit ought to be placed over the amount of property one was allowed
to o\fn.38
These were the rights that man possessed and that had to be
unconditionally guaranteed by the State, So long as the State pro-

tected these, the State was moral.



From this brief description, it can be seen that, for Lamen-
nais, the word coercion did not have a meaning that would make for
universal assent. To take advantage of one's position to further
one's interest was coercive. To arrogate to one's self powers be-
yond those prescribed by the moral law was coercive, To pass and
enforce laws regulating education was coercive. But to pass laws
regulating morals was not.39

Now, if the main thrust of Lamennais' argument was in the
direction of "the morality of power," then the necessity of a moral
law which would serve as a standard against which the legitimacy of
the State could be judged was clearly important. So long as Lamen-
nais remained within the fold of the Church, this did not present a

problem. The moral law was simply his interpretation of what the

Roman Catholic religion ought to be. After 1834, however, he clearly

faced a problem for whose solution his unorthodox ideas offered him
a way out.

To say, as he did in 1834, that "la justice triomphera, parce
que la justice c'est Dieu,"uo was obviously not to say very much.
Such a statement may have had an appeal for those who either uncrit-
ically accepted whatever Lamennais said, or were so desperately
anxious to believe as to grab at anything that gave them hope. But
the flood of attacks Lamennais was subjected to after his break with
the Church, probably reduced his appeal in this public.hl He,
therefore, had to work out a solution, the first step of which was

his linking religion, justice, and the moral law, as one and the
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same concept. This was all the more simple in that he had never
linked religion with the values of the ideal life. If "the works
of God" were something very concrete for him, it was never meant
as a goal for which souls had to be prepared. Religion meant the
laws of God that man had to obey in order to achieve a certain
state in this life, not in the next. To be Just, or to be moral,
therefore, was quite similar, in this context, to being religious,
so long ag God, or the idea of a prime cause, was believed to be
the fountainhead of certain rules of comiv.ct:.l“2

He then followed up with a type of philosophy of history con-

sonant with the ideas he had expressed in his Sommaire d‘un systéme

des connaissances humaines in 1829, and which is reminiscent of that
of Hegel. He begen by distinguishing between duty and right. Duty
was "a religion," it was something which dictated to human will what
it had to want. It imposed itself with the power "of God's command-

ment." It was "the law of life, the law according to which the in-

telligent being conserve/d/ itself, develop/ed/ itself, and reach/ed/

its goa.l."h3 This duty, however, was constantly violated by those
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who believed that brute force determined what comnstituted duty. Certain

periods in history saw a deepening of the rule of force -- glavery
extended itself more widely and more relentlessly. It was during
these periods that, arising from the very excesses of arbitrary rule,
came a new awareness of the chasm between what was and what ought to
have been. At that point, a new right was born in the collective

reason of men., From then on, a new phase in the perpetual struggle
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between the rulers and the ruled opened. "This contradiction be-
tween fact and right, which tends to transform the former to bring
it into harmony with the latter, and the fact which resists this
transformation, is the real cause of the malaise, of the trouble,
of the anxiety, of the intestine war, which agitates the world to-

bk Right, thus, was the awareness among the ruled of something

day."
new that they had grown to be responsible for. The amount of rights
increased as man developed through time, and was the counterpart, or
the payment for, the duty assumed. Everyone, regardless of behavior,
always knew what duty was., The same was not true for right, which
was "revealed" in proportion to the conformity of duty to fact.

This was why political reform was always necessary to adjust
existing conditions both to greater conformity with duty on the
part of the ruler(s) and to greater conformity with right on the
part of the ruled. There did not seem to be any doubt that if the
ruler(s) conformed to duty, and made the necessary adjustments as
men developed, that the issue of right would not be a political
problem. What made it a political problem, and when warranted
"legitimatized" a revolution, was the fact that political power
did not conform to dm'.y.,“5

Beslides repeating that, in an absolute sense power, to be legit-
imate, must conform to duty, or justice, Lamennaig did not give any
universal prescription. He suggested, however, two reforms that

France in the 1830's had to accommodate herself to, for these were

dictated by the staege reached by reason. The first was that all
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workingmen had to have "a just part of the /economic/ adventages
of the common association ... . The poor must cease ... to simply
be an exploitable nm.‘l:'her."u6 Reforms which would not result in
this fundemental change "would be vain and t:lbtiurd."h7
The second reform, upon which the actualization of the first
depended, was the extension to all of the power "to modify the law."
By this, Lamennais did not simply call for universal suffrzge, ior
he suggested that everyone had to have the right, as he already
had theoretically the duty, to modify the law, "direct its exer-
cigses, stop its abuses, ... and take part in its llmk:mg."h‘8 Tnis
last point recalled his advocacy in 1830-1831 of the decentializa-
tion of government, whereby the political entity ought to have been
divided in units small enough to be largely self-governing.
This scheme, as well as the indispensable freedoms enunciated
in L'Avenir, he embodied in hisdraft constitution of 1848. Such as it
was, Lamennais thought that it would, in time, make of the State

the instrument evolved by society to maintain order, a moral state.
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The Need for Two Separate Laws

Morality has often been viewed as a subjective category. The
moral criterion enters into consideration in case of conflicts be-
tween two or more possible courses of action an individual has to
choose from. It helps in determining the choice that will leave
the individual's conscience at peace with itself. Law has a similar
function, but instead of applying to comnflicts within the individual,
it applies to conflicts between individuals. It helps in determin-
ing choices that will promote coordination, and supposedly harmony,
between men. As such it is essentially objective.

The difference between morals and law is further evidenced by
the character of each: morals is "individual" and "internal,” where-
as law is "social" and "external." How then, and why, did Lamennais
equate law with morals? In doing so, he followed the line eatablished
by medieval thinkers centuries before. Morals is robbed of its in-
dividuel character by being exposed as an ability -- a God-given
ability possessed by all men equally -- to distinguish beiween right
and wrong. It is further stripped of its internal character by
having its original source placed outside of man. The moral expe-
rience is no longer a matter for the individual; it is given the
character of law, social and external, by being set up as the im-
print in men of the eternal law.

Law, whose function is to meke life in society possible, pre-
supposes society. Morals, logically, do not. Not so according to

Lamennais, however. “Society has been established, and has been
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able to preserve itself, only with the help of religious be:l.i.ef'a."b'9

And, giving of course no explanation or proofs for such an assertion,
he continued:
Society is the natural state, the necessary state of

man: outside of society, he can neither reproduce nor

preserve himsgelf. Therefore religion, without which so-

ciety could not possibly exist, is as necessary as society

itself: it cannot be a human invention.
But it is two pages later that the consequence of this position
emerges. Compared to the surprising and admirsble uniformity of
religious beliefs, human laws "vary almost to infinity," and cannot

2 The obvious conclusion to be drawn is

but be a human invention.
that law is subordinated to morals.

This subordination of law to morals is one of the chief rea-
sons for the rejection of the natural law theory in modern times.
Although it has been suggested that this rejection was the result
of a misunderstanding, there is no denying "the close association
of morals and law" as "the distinguishing mark of natural law theory
throughout its long history." 2

It might be objected that the point here being made -- namely,
that Lamennais was advocating a return to a legal position that was
being rejected by legal experts in his time -- is based on words
taken from his early works. Yet the quotations to the same effect
sbound in all his writings and, if anything, they become more pre-
cise and better defined in the 1840's. One such quotation taken

from his last work in 1848 will suffice to establish this.
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If the religious legislation determines the spiritual
character_of society’ from_which all the rest flows, the
organic /_I .., read 'humanfy legislation presides over the
formation of the social body, sees to its conservation and
evolution, and refers to two orders: the political order
and the economic order. The former order comprises the
ensemble of the coordinated means to guarantee right by
the accomplishment of duty, and direct the common action
for the greatest good for all. The latter ig this seame
common action organized in view of utility.5

There is no doubt that the context in which these sentences appear
dictates that "religious legislation" provides the framework with-
in which "organic legislation" must be enacted.

Law, however, has & coercive character: its very existence
is predicated on the observation that men do not at all times know
what to do and do not at all times behave the way they ought to for
gociety to be stable and orderly. As such, law is opposed to morals
whose character is opposed to coercion. By linking law and morals
a8 closely as he did, Lamennais therefore faced & dilemma: either
morals is coercive or the law is not. He tried to solve this
problem by reviving the theory of the two laws.

He tried to draw as sharp a distinction as he could make be-
tween human law, which aims at securing a peaceful living together
of men, and natural law, as a moral precept which aims at promoting
virtue. Essentially, this was what the medieval schoolmen, includ-
ing St. Thomas, had done.’” But Lemennais faced a problem that the
schoolmen had not had to face, and that was the enormous growth of
the State and of its power over society. So long as one man was
the State, it could be hoped that his rule could be made subservient

to the spiritual power with the result that virtue would imbue all
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his decrees. This is one of the advantages of monarchy which had
not been lost on the ancients: natural law and positive law could
be reconciled in the person of the monarch.

Even after Lamennais' faith in monarchy had disappeared, there
remained the spiritual power of Rome which could be enforceable. The psy-
chological blow must have been all the greater for him when he realized in
early 1832 that Rome was not about to play her assigned role. The
entire structure on which he depended had collapsed. There remained
two alternatives opened to him: either give up the struggle, sub-
mit and give in to despair, or try to devise a new golution to fit
the conditions that confronted him., He chose the latter ccmrse.55

The theory of the two laws necessitates the existence of two
powers. Human power properly embodies the human law with all the
coercive character that it has. This coercion, however, is justified,
for the human law is the handmaiden of the spiritual power which
embodies the moral law. The revival of this theory was not the
work of Lsmennais alone. Although not explicitly stated, it suf-
fuses of works of Saint-Simon and Fourier and underlies their calls
for a moral transformation of mankind as the only solution to the
crisis of the times. It is also present in Alexander's scheme of
the Holy Alliance. The revolution of 1830 on the one hand, and La-
mennais' break with the Monarchy on the other, mark the end of the
reactionary period during which such theories supposedly could arise.
The following period witnessed the triumph of historical Jjurispru--

dence and utilitarian legal theory and was more open. Yet the very



same theory was still being advocated and undoubtedly accounted for
Lamennais' growing popularity in secular circles.56 It underlaid
the criticisms in Paroles d'un croyant, Le livre du peuple, and
Procéds d'avril et de la République, a work seemingly ignored by
everyone in spite of the fact that it showed Lamennais at his best
a8 a radical propagandist.

It is, however, in the hundred and twenty-page introduction to
volume X of his collected works, published in 1836, which Spuller
considered one of Lamennais' most valusble works ,57 that he stated
the basis of his system. The value of this work resides more in
the systematic nature of the presentation than in the novelty of
the ideas. Every one of these had been enunciated somewhere in his
earlier works.

Human society was an organic unity which required organization
in two distinct orders for its preservation. Each of these two
orders proceeded from a law which was enforced by an authority.
Revelation and deduction from the historical record of mankind was
the basis of the first order. Obedience by all was the character
of this order which was embodied in a spirituel authority. This
order was designed to preserve the unity of mankind and comprised
duty, the category which included all of the specific duties men

58 Reason was the basis of the second order.

had to submit to.
Equal freedom for all was the character of this order which had to
be maintained by the civil power -- jurisdiction from which the

spiritual authority was excluded. This order was deaigned to
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preserve both the individual and the general development of men,
and comprised right, the category which included all of the specific
rights men were entitled 1'.0.59

These two orders were distinct and independent: their inter-
dependence would destory them both because "in whatever degree, to
meke obedience depend on freedom and freedom depend on obedience
would destroy both of them. For whatever the act, one does not obey
when one has the freedom not to obey, and one is not free when one
is under the obligation to obey. w60 Because, however, the nature
of the spiritual power was to be devoid of coercion, its jurisdic-
tion was limited to spreading the knowledge of what duties and rights
were. It was the function of the temporal power to enforce duties
and protect righta.6l But each power constantly infringed upon the
Jurisdiction of the other. There had, therefore, to exist an im-
partial judge to adjudicate their respective claims so as to pre-
serve the order and independence of both powers. Neither power
could be judge to the conflict for it would automatically subordi-
nate one to the other and destroy them both even‘l;t.m.lly.62

After this exposition, which, superficially at least made a
lot of sense,Lamennais stopped. He neither took up the question
of the relationship between the two powers, nor did he elaborate on
the nature of the "impartial judge." A few months later, in 1837,
he became the director of the newspaper Le Monde. His articles,
most of which he published later in two volumes as Politique a

l'usage du peuple, fall into two categories. The more numerous
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are devoted to systematic attacks against the July Monarchy and
the politics of the day. All the others repeat with minor varia-
tions the scheme that has been sketched above. There was no
further elaboration except for the idea which was to be fully out-

lined in his Projet de constitution in 1848 about the role of the

judiciary. It is never clear if le corps judiciaire is to be the

spiritual power or the impartial judge or both.63 It is to be a

body of men specially trained in the knowledge of an "antecedent
6l

justice,” chosen by "popular election,"  who will assure the dis-

tribution, for the benefit of all, of justice, "the reason and
will" of God.65

Novwhere in his later works are we told who will train the
judiciary and what kind of training it will receive. There are
vague indications in the preface to L'Esquisse that this work was
designed for this purpose, and his further sketch of a theory of
knowledge seems to be designed to articulate the method to be fol-
lowed. But he never actually said so.

The bitter criticisms, not always unjustified, of the July
Monarchy in his articles of Le Monde emphasized his concerns about
the threats posed by the growing power of the State. But this vision
seems to have been blocked by his earlier training. Only another
power, equal or superior to it, could check the threats posed by
the modern State. A slight evolution towards a system of checks
and balances 1s suggested, but the secularity of such a system pre-

vented him from adopting it. It is all the more regrettable that
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it was his reputation as a political thinker that won him his elec-
tion on the Committee to draw up the constitution of the Second Re-
public. Had he evolved farther than he did, and hed he been willing
to cooperate in its drafting, he and de Tocqueville might have
drawn a document which might have changed the history of the Second
Republic.

Ag it was, the scheme that he proposed was better suited as a
covenant for a Puritan town in the New England of the seventeenth

century than for the French Republic of 1848,
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The Need for Religion

Although a solution is not provided, the problem raised by
Lamennais is not one to be summarily dismissed. In an article he
published in Le Monde in early 1837 he questioned the validity of
the theory of majority rule on certain specific 1uues.66 He
readily conceded that this form of decision-making was the best
possible for all material questions not involving ethical judg-
ments.67 He was trying to differentiate between purely legal and
purely morel questions without, however, being able to deal with
it in detail. It can almost be felt that his adoption of majority
rule as a political device was being forced upon him as a conse-
quence of his democratic faith.

The idea of a purely individual morality was repugnant to him
and in this he was quite consistent with the theory of natural law.
In addition, since men's needs are, for Lamennais, fundamentally
the same everywhere, it is evident that there are laws outside the
State. Years earlier he had stressed the necessity of obeying the
laws of one's country, whether the country be France, Turkey or
Rome. But quoting from the Scriptures he had warned of the limits
of this obedience; "I recognize the head of the empire as my sov-
ereign, so long as he does not pretend that I shall recognize him
as my God; for in this case, I am free."68

These two points, that morality is not individual and that

there are laws above and ocutside the State show the weakness of
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trying to make a distinction between human law and morals. And
the point of the article under review was just this: a decision
of the majority on any subject involving the moral law could not
be but invalid and was also necessarily dangerous. Questions of
right and wrong were not to be decided by public opinion however
organized.69 Specifically, he named freedom of conscience and of
thought, freedom of the press, freedom of education, and freedom
of association as rights which had to be raised above positive
law and placed totally out of reach of men in general and legis-
lators in particular.7o

To be sure, freedoms of press, education,and association were
integral parts of the moral law simply because Lamennais believed
that they were extensions of freedom of conscience and freedom of
thought. It could be argued that freedoms of press, education,
and association have nothing to do with the moral law and there-
fore are legitimate subjects of human law. In other words, in-
cluding them under moral law is simply a matter of opinion. But
when it comes to freedom of conscience and freedom of thought the
case is much clearer., If law is subordinated to morals, freedom
of conscience and freedom of thought are clearly supposed to be
outside the realm of politics. But if morals is subordinated to
law, both can readily be transformed into a political program and
justify the most restrictive legislation.

This is what Lemennais recognized and, in his repetitious,

dogmatic, and confused way, tried to prevent. When he described

the slov unfolding of religion (no longer at this point speaking
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of the Roman Catholic religion but speaking of the general movement
of the human spirit), he was speaking of the growing awareness of
the dignity of man, of the conditions of his intellectual and moral

life.’t

And he warned against dismissing Catholicism lock, stock, and
barrel. Catholicism "contains under profound symbolisms some truths
which, better developed and conceived more clearly, still are and
always will be, the object of an imperishable faith."72
He argued against, however, the authority the Roman Catholic
Church had arrogated to herself to interpret dogmatically the words
of Christ and of the Apostles. And his argument shows the corrosive
effect of his readings in textual analysis. Neither the early
Fathers of the Church, nor Christ, nor Moses, ever pretended to
reveal any dogmas, did he assert. All of them spoke within a defi-
nite historical tradition, stating clearly only a limited number of
points. They believed in God, in the distinction between good and
evil, and a future astate of being. In other words, they simply
argued for "the indispenssble conditions of social and intellectual
life, the natural conditions of the existence of mankind."73 No-
where, did he state, are they found to assert that their teachings
must be the content of a faith rigorously defined and applied.
Each tried to express his particular philosophy, which often was
difficult to reconcile with one another.7b'
The underlying thought of this argument was less to show that
the authority claimed by Rome was invalid than to show the eternal

validity of certain simple precepts which had to be constantly
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reinterpreted in the light of the existing conditions. Primitive
societies were unable to discover the causes of many things and
assigned them a supernatural origin. But "the progress of the
human spirit" was traceable through the series of explanations
which had shed light on the causes of these heretofore supernatural
happenings. "The immense circle of revelations has shrunk ... .
Soon it will be closed,” and what would remain would be those few
laws, eternal and immutable, that form what properly was religion.75

By 1840 Lamennais'thought had become campletely secular. He
remained with a few essentials totally stripped of theological con-
tent. The belief he said he shared with the ancients about a
"future state of being"76 was not a belief in an after-life but a
belief in the continued development and improvement of life on
earth. He further believed in the essential distinction between
right and wrong, good and evil, undoubtedly because of his obser-
vations, which made up the bulk of his criticisms in the 1830's
and 1840's, that there were beneficial acts which improve both one's
life and society's, while there were evil acts which had a destruc-
tive impact. There is no doubt that Lamennais was and remained
convinced of his ability to make the distinction no matter what
the case. And then, there was his belief in God.

For those who, like Daniel W. Rossides, think that "the polit-
ical thought of Lamennais is understandable only in the context of

his concern with theological and religious cluelti.ons,"77 this simple

belief in God appears meager and Justifies all of their scomrm.
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Indeed, unless Lamennais' purpose -- endlessly stated and repeated for
thirty years -- is not kept in mind, the conclusion that his evolu-
tion ended in a vague deism reminiscent of Rousseau's is inescap-
able, The growth of the modern State had transformed the existing
relations between morality and law. The impact of the developments
that had occurred since the sixteenth century had been to undermine
the foundations of traeditional morality. Unless something was done
to stop this process and to secure new foundations, morality would
fall under the total sway of law. This, as exemplified in the rules
of Napoleon, Charles X, and Louis-Philippe, had in fact already
occurred, and was resulting in a debasement of human nature. His
depiction of the animal-like quality of life of the working-class,
his attacks on the heartlessness of the ruling classes at the sight
of such miseries, and his fears of the growing nationalism which
was fostering hatred among groups of people79 -- all testified, in
his opinion, to the need for a moral regeneration which would ob-
viate reliance on greater and greater force to keep the order so-
ciety needed to survive,

He failed to appreciate many things: the developments of
industrialism, the importance of the new science of economics,
and the unending capacity of men to muddle through. But his con-
viction that justice, in order to be more than a word, needed uni-
versally acknowledged and respected principles cannot easily be
dismisaed.ao His claim that men need to believe in something good

so that their actions be not destructive of themselves, would be
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hard to disprove.81 And his condemnation of politics devoid of
moral content would be as valid today as it was one hundred and
fifty years 680.82

His fear of the abyss, ever present at his side, recalls
Pascal, but the feeling would be foreign to neither Sartre nor
Camus. And if his solution for salvation -- to believe in God
and in an inherent distinction between right and wrong -- appears
superficial and naive, it is because he failed to give these be-
liefs any firm and significant content.

Lemennais' failure to solve the problem that he set out to
solve may be less important than the fact that he recognized that
there was a problem in the first place. The first part of his career
exhibits an authoritarian cast which reflects the dominant historical
pattern of the period. The second part exhibits a democratic cast
which also reflects a pattern which evolved in oppoaition to the
first. His growing secularism after 1830 seems to accord with the
secularism which marked French romsnticism as a whole.O3 But the
more important aspect of Lamennais' work may very well be that he
gave expression to the "need for and fear of authority," the antin-
omy which is, according to Stanley Hoffmann, such a prominent feature
of the French political experience.sh

His stand on issues during the early part of his career was
not as monolithic as it has often been portrayed. It was, in fact,
shot through with ambiguities, and its complexity may be a reflec-

tion of the divergent influences to which he was subjected. He was
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a product of the eighteenth century who, like so many, rebelled
against it. In the confusion that ensued he received, rather late
in life, a religious training which went directly against the train-
ing he had received at the hands of his very rationalist uncle fif-
teen years ea.rlier.85 |

In spite of his change of name in 1837, from the aristocratic
de La Mennais to the more common Lamennais, he never lost an
aristocratic cast of mind. The inner conflicts that this change
produced when he became a loud proponent of the democratic faith
can be glimpsed from his reluctance ever to trust entirely an author-
ity issued from the democratic process. In fact, his constant appeals
to a higher authority to adjudicate, his refusal to trust in reason,
are symptoms of a mind more concerned to impose its views than to
try to understand what conflicts with them. The constant search
for the reason behind everything blocks out any willingness to ob-
serve what is and learn from it. But in spite of this, he perceived
earlier than most the role that "the people” rightly ought to play
in shaping their own destiny.

Lamennais' entire work appears then as a reflection of deep
conflicting trends within French society, and his failure to offer a
viable alternative to the two extremes of authoritarianiasm and
radicel democracy lies in his inability to transcend the influences
he so powerfully felt. But in this also, his work reflects the in-

ability of a society to achieve a community of values and objectives.
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Lamennais. He realized the extent of the blow he had re-
ceived and the dilemma it produced. He had spent fifteen
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years fighting for what he believed, sometimes taking
considerable risks. The fact that he appeared stubborn,
and that he wag humiliating himself by staying, must have
appeared much less important than the fact that his whole
life was in ruins around him, and that he needed time, no
matter what the place, in order to pick up the pieces.

56. With the exception of Duine, most writers portray Lamennais'

570 So Eo

life after his break with the Church as friendless and

out of touch with reality. (See specifically the works

of Villerabel, Mourre and Gurian). This is not supported
by the numerous letters and documents found in unedited
collections of papers such as Renduel (Ms. fr. N.A. 13229),
Nadar (Ms. fr. N.A, 24275), Lamenneis (Ms. fr. N.A. 15555),
Ollivier (Ms. fr. N.A, 25180-7), Recamier (Ms. fr. N.A.
14092), all at B.N., and the papers of Eckstein at
L'Arsenal, Ms. 6898-6933. Although few of these papers
contain anything of interest on Lamennais' works, they
would be indispensable for a biography.

Spuller, La Mennais, étude d'histoire politique et
religieuse (Paris ’ 18925, 261.

58. Oeuvres complétes, X, x1ii - x1iii.

59. Ibid.

60. Ibid., x1iii.

61. Ibid., xlix.

62. Ibid., 1li.

63 . Politigm 'Y II 9 u9-m.

6k, Ibid.

65. Ibid., 119.

“ . Ibid LY 110-11.8 .

67. 1Ibid., 115-116.

68. Oeuvres complétes, vii, v-vi.
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69.
70.
1.
72.
73.
h.
75.
76.
7.

79.
8o.

81.
82.
83.
8k.

8s5.

Politique, IT, 11k4-115.
Ibid., 117-118.

Discussions critiques, 14-17.

Ibid., 48.
Ibid., 49.
Ibid., k9-s0.
Ibid., 51-52.
Ibid., k9.

Daniel W. Rossides, The Political Thought of Hugues - Pélicité
Lamennais: A Study in the Apologetics and Politics of
Liberal Catholicism j(l!ew York, Columbia University, Ph.D.
dissertation, unpublished, 1958). See also Roger Paul
Quilty, The Influence of Hugues Félicité de Lamennais'
Epistemolggx on his theory of Democracy lWashington, The
Catholic University of America, Ph. D. dissertation, un-
published, 1954). This study, bitterly anti-Lamennais,
divides Lamennais' works in two: pre- and post-condemna-
tion, and suggests an ecstatic vision of the miracles that
Chrigtian Democracy could perform.

See his Amschaspands et Darvands, 28 ff.

Politique, I, 6 ff.

Oeuvres 'c:ogplétes, VIII, 319; specifically, but this conviction
of his can be found enunciated under various forms in every
one of his works.

Du passé, 8 ff; Discussions critiques, 262.
Politique, I, 61 ff.
Schenk, 202 ff.

Stanley Hoffmann ,"Paradoxes of the French Political Community,"
in In Search of France (New York, Harper and Row, 1965), 9.

For the influence of Robert des Saudrais on the young Lamennais
see Christian Maréchal's La Jeunesse de Lamennais.
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