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ORESTES A. BROWNSON AS A CRITIC
OF AMERICAN SOCIETY IN THE 18408

- {Summary}

Akira Tachikawa

Orestes A. Brownson (1803-1876), an American social reformer and
thinker who was converted to Catholic in the 1840s, came to my
attention in relation to the study of the Holy Cross College's unsuccess-
ful attempt in 1849 to obtain a charter from the State of Massachu-
setts. Brownson turned out to be the author of an anonymous article
which defended, powerfully and logically, the defeated cause of the
College. The current essay represents the first round of my effort to
introduce the outlines of his thought with reference to his critical
evaluations of American society and college graduates in the 1840s.

The essay first analyzes Brownson's political thought which offered a
background to the defense of the College. Locating the true and
distinctive cause of the War of Independence in the emancipation of
all the people without exception, he harshly criticized the Whig party
as the political stronghold for the limited class of industrialists. In
contrast, he specially put stress on the importance of the helpless
minority whose rights, when left to themselves, might be overrun by
the majority at the cost of the ideal of the Revolution. The state must
give the College a charter in order to confirm Catholics their religious
freedom, an inalienable right which was universally guaranteed of all
Americans.

Moreover, in the real world of the 1840s, workers as the numerical
majority in the North suffered from exploitation by industrialists, a
plight which was even worse than that of slaves in the South. Seeing
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the ever serious state of workers and their families, Brownson argued
that the miseries derived from the social system of industrialism and
that the two classes in that system would be increasingly diverged in
opposite directions ultimately to bring about bloody struggles.

It was in such a context that Brownson defined the roles of college
graduates. In his perspective, they might either exploit the pecple by
committing themselves to that system, often believing, wrongly, that
they were serving them. Or, else, keeping a consistently ascetic attitude
towards popularity, college graduates might, at times, bravery confront
the people and point to the real dangers, as well as possibilities,
inherent in their ideas and actions. Thus, in conjunction with a
prospect of class struggles, Brownson envisaged the mission of scholars

as that of enlightened martyrs.



