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The following text by Professor Miguel Ayuso comes from a congress organized in August

2012 by the Italian magazine Instaurare omnia in Christo. It was published in Italian, without notes, in

the July-December 2012 issue of this magazine. And in Spanish, with notes, n. 511-512 (2013) of the

Spanish magazine Verbo. This is the version we have translated into English.

1. Omnia instaurare in Christo

The title of this review, taken from St. Paul's exhortation to the Christians of Ephesus

(Eph 1:10) and chosen by St. Pius X as the motto of his pontificate, says it all. With regard to

the social order, which is the specific subject of this review, St. Pius X himself elaborated on

it in some famous paragraphs of his letter Notre Charge Apostolique, which remind us that



Christian civilization has existed and continues to exist (in part) so that it is only a matter of

establishing it and restoring it unceasingly, on its natural and divine foundations, against

the renewed attacks of the revolutionI, 11

For fifty years, this text of St. Pius X has been the epigraph of the magazine Verbo,

which I have the honor of directing after the death of its principal inspirer, Juan Vallet de

Goytisolo. There is therefore not only a deep but also an external harmony between Verbo

and Instaurare. This has been made more concrete over the last twenty years by the

frequent collaboration of the director of Instaurare, Professor Danilo Castellano, in the

pages of Verbo, who has generously agreed to add my humble name to the editorial board

of Instaurare.

You will understand, then, that it is a true honor, on the one hand, but also a due

act, on the other, to participate in this meeting with which we reach our fortieth issue. It is

not easy for a group of lay people, faithful to the doctrine of the Church, but without any

mandate or organic or functional dependence on its hierarchy, and therefore without its

administrative or financial support.

2. Initium doctrinae sit consideratio nominis

Let us begin, then, following the advice of the classics, by paying attention to the

term Americanism. It is by no means univocal; on the contrary, it conceals a multiplicity of

meanings. Of differing meanings, moreover.

In philological terms, Americanism is, first of all, a "word, phrase, phonetic,

grammatical or semantic feature belonging to or coming from an indigenous language of

the Americas", as well as a "word, phrase, phonetic, grammatical or semantic feature

peculiar to or coming from Spanish spoken in any country of the Americas".1 If, instead of

approaching it from Spanish, we approach it from English, it is equally useful, and this is

what English dictionaries include, as "a word, phrase, or linguistic feature that is especially

characteristic of the English spoken and written in the United States".

Second, there is a theological use of the term. This was forged in the last third of the

nineteenth century and acquired its meaning with two documents of Pope Leo XIII: the

encyclical Longinqua Oceani (1895) and the letter Testem Benevolentiae (1899), addressed to
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Cardinal Gibbons, Archbishop of Baltimore, in which the errors of Americanism were

condemned.2 Errors of a theological order, but with relevant political and social

repercussions that we will have to reflect on later.

From a philosophical point of view, this name was also given to the project

developed in the twentieth century of elaborating a distinct philosophy for Hispanic

America (generally referred to as "Latin America" by those who participate in it), which

reflected, among other things, on a "national or continental identity".3

In the face of these three more or less precise meanings, there is a fourth, more

diffuse one, which, although it seems to be limited to a purely pious devotion to the United

States, immediately transcends such reasonable - for Americans - limits, settling right at the

heart of the ideology, that is, more emotional and rationally incomprehensible. And again,

with a clear political correlate.

In what follows, and taking care not to insist on matters that Professor Rao will deal

with later, we will look at some presuppositions of American political culture and recall the

foundations of its political constitution. Finally, we will examine its unique conception of

secularism.

3. Gratia tollit naturam?

Professor Frederick Wilhelmsen, an attentive and intelligent observer of his own

country and open to the world, which we could call "European",4 was able, at the end of the

1950s, to draw a portrait of the "American soul" through his singular experience of time,

space and nature.

The American sense of time is structured as a project and, consequently, spatially

symbolized horizontally, as a frontier to be crossed, within a non-sacramental vision of the

world. This is in contrast to a present understood as a condensation of a tradition that

must be lived vertically, within a world that is a sacrament that leads us to its Creator.5 In

this disjunction lies the difference between the Protestant, especially the Calvinist, and the

Catholic conception.
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The United States, therefore, is closely dependent on the Protestant ethic,

reinforced by the consequences of the technological revolution and pragmatism. However,

it lives with the paradox of the failure of the Protestant faith while retaining its values.6

Hence the tension, psychological and not necessarily doctrinal, suffered by Catholics

in the United States. They must consciously affirm the primacy of a contemplation that they

are forced to deny in their daily life. This also explains the lack of an observable

relationship (with exceptions such as that of the Jesuit Murray) between Catholic theology

in the United States and the American experience.7

4. Omne regnum in se ipsum divisum…

According to a somewhat common narrative, the founders of the United States

created a "limited government" according to the canons of the English Enlightenment. The

inspirer, then, could be none other than John Locke, oracle of the forces that promoted the

"Glorious Revolution" of 1688 for the benefit of the Whig oligarchy and for the Protestant

dynastic succession, against the Stuarts, who were considered too close to Catholicism and

inclined to strengthen royal power at the expense of the freedom to manage their

properties.8 The same John Locke who will decisively influence the institutionalization of the

American Revolution through, for example, framers of the Constitution like Madison, who

will adopt some of his main concepts such as religious tolerance and the separation of

powers.9

But from Locke they took something even more important, contractarianism, which,

in turn, suited a situation in which a new political society had to be modeled, which could

not arise from a concrete tradition (which was rejected as a principle, although it could not

fail to function partially in practice), but from the minds of some of the founders. The

Constitution, as an expression of this contract, thus mixed elements from Christian

tradition (especially its Calvinist version) with others from the English Enlightenment, and

forged an instrument to resolve fundamental problems "not by submitting them to a

tribunal representing the natural law in its universal and ultimate character, but by keeping

in tension the various interests of the people [...] so that no faction claiming to represent

the truth of the law, the very essence of the law, should be able to subject the nation to its
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own will and its particular ideology!"10 In short, a mixture of constitutionalism and legal

positivism.

Sociology comes here to confirm what both philosophy and history have taught us:

the American republic was conceived in hatred of "monarchical despotism" and according

to the optimistic vision (very typical of the eighteenth century) that, once political ambition

was deprived of the means to influence the rights of citizens, it would only be necessary to

multiply interest groups so that their natural concurrence would hinder the ambitions of

any one of them. It is worth noting the preference for "sectionalism" (or fragmentation in

equality) that precedes the implementations of the American mentality: the separation of

powers, federalism, the equality of churches that are also separated from the State, and

the promotion of pressure groups. From a political point of view, the balance of powers,

the presidential regime, its "control" by bicameralism, the independence of the judiciary

and the ingenious role reserved for the Supreme Court (a kind of collegial monarch) were

the basis of a system elaborated by the founders. Today it has been significantly modified

by the increase in the powers of the President (with a corresponding decrease in the

importance of Congress) and the vast bureaucracy with which he surrounds himself and

which, with the help of the Supreme Court, crushes the liberties of the States. But not least

because of factors such as the hollowing out of voluntary associations and even political

parties by pressure groups (initiating a manifest process of feudalization), the homogenizing

massification of cultural life, and the supremacy of the media dedicated to

"reality-fiction".11

5. …Et mancipiorum et animarum hominum

The American “success story” is rooted in three factors that Tocqueville had already

identified as the keys to its vitality: liberal individualism, egalitarianism, and pluralism.12

Pluralism, on the one hand, guarantees a place for the liberal mentality, which is centered

on success and the right of all to unlimited consumption; on the other hand, it stimulates

egalitarianism, which brings more and more participants and consumers into the market.13

Such a framework, constitutive of the "American ideology", has been explained

institutionally by an acute analyst like Thomas Molnar on the basis of the centrality of a

singular "civil society". And the fact is that although the United States appears at first glance
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to be a nation, only larger and wealthier than others, this is only a superficial impression.

The structure of this "non-nation" is given by an immense civil society, endowed with a

State but only in a complementary way, while the churches are strictly private associations

that benefit from some tax advantages. Neither the State nor the Church can elaborate

projects which are reserved to civil society and, above all, to the world of business which is

agitated within it.

In this context, liberalism has emerged as the ideology that civil society has used to

free itself from the Church and the State: from the former by multiplying the number of

groups that sign the social contract, all of them equal; from the latter by depriving it of its

natural support in stable institutions and of the loyalty of its subjects. It seems normal that

both have suffered a profound degradation as a result: the State is reduced to an

instrument of administration in the hands of lobbies and a disembodied, but obligatory,

democracy that conceals an increasingly opaque mode of governance; as for the Church, it

is one interest group among others offering a spiritual product on the global market of

ideas. In other words, liberalism tolerates the presence and participation of the State and

of religion on the condition that they have neither the vocation of the State nor the

evangelical mission of the Church, and that these two functions are absorbed by a liberal

civil society that is self-organizing, if not autonomous, and that professes a so-called

"humanist", "ethical-humanist" or frankly secular religion.14

This is the American model, since the United States is the Western country where

the social contract, called the Constitution, sacralizes society and deliberately weakens the

State and the churches. Liberalism is absolutely autochthonous and in the absence of a

national and state conscience rooted in history (which is barely taught in schools anymore)

and of a structured faith; a religion is established at one's pleasure, consisting of

democracy, business and pluralism, which allows any radicalized lobby to occupy the

terrain. In Europe, the Maastricht doctrine has combined the two errors of, on the one

hand, a Jacobin-style super-bureaucracy and, on the other hand, a vast and amorphous

American-style civil society, which dissolves the institutions and replaces them with

ephemeral lobbies eager for immediate results, basically almost clandestine feudalities that

appropriate the res publica and act at their whim with morality and culture. Finally, as far as

the nations of Eastern Europe are concerned, they have also been attacked by a civil

society, generally of the worst kind. This is logical, because in these countries there was
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only a relatively narrow stratum, localized in the capitals, destroyed by the Soviet

occupation and today often of foreign origin, which leads one to think of a neo-colonialism

truffled with organized crime.15

6. … Littera enim occidit

An outline of the political and legal culture of the United States cannot do without a

reference to legal positivism. But neither can it do without a reminder, however brief, of

the other features that define it.16

Let us begin with them. First of all, in the face of the (supposedly) "limited powers"

of the national government, reality very early asserted its supremacy through a clause of a

constitutional basis, developed by successive amendments and their judicial interpretation.

Even then, far from an (impossible) "religious neutrality", a deep hostility to revealed

religion led, once again in the Lockean line, to the subordination of religion to the power of

the State. But we will return to this at the end of this paper. Third, a judicial tyranny has

imposed itself on the will of the majority through judicial review of laws. Finally, the whole

picture tends to unfold in the search for a moderation that is resolved in the "Newtonian

equilibrium".

But without legal positivism, the above picture is not complete. Nor is it even

comprehensible. For it is the framework of the system. It is not, once again, something

accidental, but originary, in the constitutional development of the United States. It was

founded not on Christian principles or on the tradition of natural law (unless we take the

latter in its Lockean version, which, if I may use a pun, denaturalizes it), but on the

postulates of political modernity. This can be seen to this day in "conservative

jurisprudence", which resists any interpretation that implies an evaluation and sticks to

either historicism or sociologism. And it carefully sidesteps natural law.

Natural law, as is well known, is based on metaphysical and, ultimately, theological

presuppositions: the permanence and intrinsic goodness of human nature, beyond the

changes of time and despite the fact that the wound of Original Sin has weakened it.

Evolutionism and Protestantism, on the other hand, deny these conditions. And

Enlightenment evolutionism and Protestant theology were doctrines firmly entrenched on

American soil when the federal republic took its first steps. This Newtonian constitution,
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which, according to some, worked for a time, is now being undermined by a democracy

based on a public opinion that despises natural law.17 One could say that a similar process

has taken place in Europe. This is true. But even these systems, which are directly linked to

Rousseau's totalitarian paradox, if not directly to Jacobinism or even to the Terror, have not

been spared criticism. Meanwhile, many respected interpreters continue to reserve the highest

praise for the Anglo-Saxon Enlightenment and its political expressions.18

7. Optavi et datus est mihi sensus

In these pages we have dealt primarily with Americanism in a fourth of its meanings

mentioned at the beginning. However, elements related to the second meaning have

appeared on some occasions. This is the one to which we will devote some final reflections,

looking at it, in any case, from the political point of view, since a crystal-clear axis connects

the theological premises and the political consequences.

If eminently theological issues such as activism are at the heart of the papal

condemnation mentioned above, other more political issues (though no less theological in

substance) are not without relevance, such as the separation of Church and State, as seen

in the experience of the United States of America.

Indeed, one of the central theses of Americanism is to elevate this situation to an

ideal.19 Often characterized as laicism as opposed to laicité, and even described as inclusive

or positive laicité, a brief problematic examination of both aspects is necessary. First of all,

laicism and laicité.20 Two related terms. With intertwined meanings. The first is denoted by

the suffix "ism", associated with an ideology. An ideology, the liberal one, based on the

marginalization of the Church from human and social realities. In fact, the rationalistic

naturalism put into practice in the liberal revolution and condemned by the Magisterium of

the Church received, among others, the name of laicism, generally translated into English

as secularism. The second was initially related to a situation created by this ideology in

France in the last third of the nineteenth century. Thus, laicism and laicité are terms that

express the same concept.

Today, on the other hand, it seems that there are sectors interested in opposing

them. First of all, "clericalism" (taking the term in the sense given to it by Augusto del

Noce,21 that is, the subordination of Catholic political and intellectual discourse to the
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dominant one at any given time) and Christian Democracy. Aggressive laicism would thus

be distinguished from respectful laicité, and the pair "laicism and laicité" would be

interpreted disjunctively as "laicism or laicité". But is such an opposition justified, or is it

rather a simple nuance between two versions of the same ideology? One indication, among

many and of singular relevance, leads us to this second possibility: the protest of the

followers of laicité to respect the "separation" between Church and State, with the

consequent rejection of the thesis of the Catholic State. However, the Church cannot

(without betraying her mission) fail to affirm that there is a natural moral law which she

defends and to which the public authorities must submit.22 This is the core of the "Catholic

State" (which is not the modern State but the classical political community), of what is

called, with a terminology of Protestant origin, "the confessionality of the State" and, with a

traditional denomination that presupposes a sociological majority, "Catholic unity".23

When it is affirmed that "no (religious) confession will have a state character" - as is

done, for example, in article 16 of the Spanish Constitution - one could think that one has

not left the scope of this traditional thesis, since the Catholic State, far from nationalizing

religion, submits to the moral invariant of the political order.24 In practice, however, what is

being postulated is a political agnosticism that cannot but end up demanding the

submission of the Church (forgetting its mission as guarantor of this public orthodoxy) to

the State: the "laicity of the State" always ends up in the "laicity of the Church",25 that is, in

the demand that the latter renounce its mission and limit itself to offering its "product"

(pure choice) while respecting the rules of the "market". This has always been the logic of

laicism, but now - after the heyday of "civil religions" - it is clearly evident. For the same

reason, in the face of the false opposition between laicism and laicité, it must be

proclaimed that there is "neither laicism nor laicité".

Finally, inclusive laicité as opposed to exclusionary laicité. A reflection, according to

many, of the previous distinction between laicité and laicism. Our dear colleague Professor

Danilo Castellano has addressed this argument with great depth and precision.26 Let me

summarize it here.

First of all, the problem is presented - in effect - in new terms. Inclusive laicité

considers and includes the religious phenomenon, but as a right to the exercise of negative

freedom, in such a way that it is not nature (of man, of things) that gives rise to juridical
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institutions and rights, but - on the contrary - the juridical order becomes a condition of

law. That is to say, properly speaking, juridical nihilism based on freedom of conscience,

the latter understood as a vital principle.

We then find two paths, the French and the American. Although both refer to the

present experience, the former corresponds to the old model of secularism (laicism), whose

anti-religious militancy has been amputated, and inevitably suffers from the attraction of

the latter, to which it inclines without being aware of it. In fact, the "French way" privileges

the rights of collective identity, which is why it suffers tensions within itself when it

proclaims, not without emphasis, freedom of conscience: the individual is free in the

freedom of the State and within the State. But the State, to be truly secular, should be

indifferent to every option and every project… The "American way" was introduced: it is the

individual and not the State that would have the right to exercise negative freedom; the

latter would be the institution at the service of the projects of civil society and even (in a

radical version) of the individual. But the neutrality of the juridical order is impossible, so

that even this path is not without limits and contradictions. Secularism thus ends up in a

dead end. On the one hand, not only does it not solve any political or social problem, but it

actually exacerbates them. On the other hand, inclusive laicité ends up being more absurd

than excluding laicité, because it does not even seek an ideological pseudo-solution that

still preserved some positive aspects, but enters directly into the realms of nihilism.
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