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"Truth for its own Sake"
Anti-Catholicism in Charlotte Bronté's Villette (2)
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Abstract Part II of this essay focuses on the Roman Catholic "Lies" and "Falsehood" in its
moral theological aspects, as conceived by Bronté€ and by the Protestant polemists in Mid-Victorian
England. Section III discusses lies ("formal lies") and falsehood ("material lies") in the Catholic
moral theology. It was said that the guilt incurred in each case was distinguished by the presence or
absence of the justifiable causes ("ex justa causa"). Protestant critics, such as Charles Kingsley,
were strongly offended by this distinction since they mistakenly supposed that "Truth for its own
sake" was not a virtue pursued by the Catholic faithful. As for other misleadings of non-verbal
kinds, Catholic rules of conduct were also objectionable to the English Protestants because they
allowed "material simulations" (non-verbal misleadings with justifiable causes). Section III
summarizes varieties of "material lies" and "material simulations" so tactfully deployed by Madame
Beck and Father Silas in Villerte. Lastly, Section IV examines that Father Silas applied the same
principle of "ex justa causa" to the use of knowledge obtained by the confessionals. Lucy's refusal
to disclose the content of her own confession seems to indicate her indirect reproach to Fr. Silas
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for his violation of the sacramental seal.
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Truth, for its own sake, had never been a
virtue with the Roman clergy. Father
Newman informs us that it need not, and on
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the whole ought not to be; that cunning is the
weapon which Heaven has given to the saints
wherewith to withstand the brute male force
of the wicked world which marries and is
given in rnam'age.?'
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Truth was not a virtue for its own sake, but
only for the sake of the spread of 'catholic
opinions', and the 'salvation of their own
souls’; ... and cunning was the weapon
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which Heaven had allowed to them to defend
themselves against the persecuting Protestant
public ...”
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... as to playing upon words, or
equivocation, I suppose it is from the
English habit, but, without meaning any
disrespect of a great Saint, ... 1 admit it as
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little as the rest of my countrymen: and
without any reference to the right and the
wrong of the matter, of this I am sure, that, if
there is one thing more than another which
prejudices Englishmen against Catholic
Church, it is the doctrine of great authorities
on the subject of equivocation. For myself,
can fancy myself thinking it was allowable in
extreme cases for me to lie, but never to
equivocate.9
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Whenever a lie was necessary for their

occasions, they brought it out with a careless
ease and breadth altogether untroubled by the
rebuke of conscience. Not a soul in Madame
Beck's house, .... was above being ashamed
of a lie; they thought nothing of it: to invent
might not be precisely a virtue, but it was the
most venial of faults. "I'ai menti plusieurs
fois' formed an item of every girl's and
woman's monthly confession: the priest
heard unshocked, and absolved unreluctant.

. If they had missed going to mass, or read a
chapter of a novel, that was another thing:
these were crimes whereof rebuke and
penance were the unfailing meed."?
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But a lie is a venial sin, if it 'neither hurts our
neighbour or God gravely or causes a grave
scandal'; as no lie told in behalf of the
Catholic faith can well do, though one wise
Pope laid it down that it was a sin to tell a lie,
even for the sake of saving a soul. But
though it were a sin, the fact of its being a
venial one seems to have gained for it, as yet,
a very slight penance. Meanwhile, as a
thousand venial sins can never make one
mortal one, a man may be a habitual liar all
his life long, without falling into mortal
sin.'*
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Moreover, though 'formal simulation', when
‘one signifies by outward act something
different to what he has in his mind, is illicit,
as a lie, yet ‘'material simulation' or
strategem, is not so. "For when one does
something, not intending the deception of
another, but some end of his own, then it is
allowable on cause; although, from other
circumstances, men might conjecture that the
act was done for another end. So Joshua
fled lawfully, not meaning fear, but that he
might draw the enemy further from the city
of Hai'. From which one can gather, that
Romish casuists allow the same strategems to
man against his neighbours, in peaceable
society, which Protestant public opinion
allows (and that with a growing
compunction) only to officers in war, against
the enemies of their counl:ry.1 3
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Madame Beck's suddenly recollected
message and present, my artless embassy to
the Place of the Magi, the old priest,
accidentally descending the steps and
crossing the square, his interpositon on my
behalf with the bonne who would have sent
me away, his reappearance on the staircase,
my introduction to this room, the portrait, the
narrative so affably volunteered - all these
little incidents, taken as they fell out, seemed
each independent of its successor; a handful
of loose beads; but threaded through by the
quick-shot and crafty glance of a Jesuit-eye,
they dropped pendant in a long string, like
that rosary on the prie-dieu. 1o
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Madame must have possessed high
administrative powers: ... It is true that
madame had her own system for managing
and regulating this mass of machinery; and a
very pretty system it was: the reader has seen
a specimen of it, in that small affair of turning
my pocket inside out, and reading my private

momoranda."Surveillance," "espionage," -

33
these were her watch-words.
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In an unguarded moment, I chanced to say
that, of the two errors, I considered falsefood
worse than an occasional lapse in church
attendance. The poor girls were tutored to
report in Catholic ears whatever the
Protestant teacher said. An edifying
consequence ensued. Something - an
unseen, an indefinite, a nameless something -

stole between myself and these my best
pupils: the bouquets continued to be offered,
but conversation thenceforth became
inpracticable. AsI paced the alleys or sat in
the verceau, a girl never came to my right
hand but a teacher, as if by magic, appeared
at my left. Also, wonderful to relate,
Madame's shoes of silence brought her
continually to my back, as quick, noiseless,
and unexpected as some wandering zephyr.34
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She stood mute. She had no face - no
features: all below her brow was masked with
a white cloth,; but she had eyes, and they

viewded me,*®
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We were under the surveillance of a
sleepless eye: Rome watched jealously her
son through that mystic lattice at which I had
knelt once, and to which M. Emanuel drew
nigh month by month - the slideing panel of

. 38
the confessional.
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The penitent had been with his director;
permitted to withhold nothing; suffered to
keep no cornor of his heart sacred to God
and to himself; the whole narrative of our
late interview had been drawn from him; he
had avowed the covenant of fraternity, and
spoken of his adopted sister. How could
such covenant, such adoption, be sanctified
by the Church? Fraternal communion with a
heretic!*?
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Monsieur, I tell you every glance you cast
from that lartice is a wrong done to the best
part of your own nature. 7o study the
human heart thus, is to banquet secretly and
sacrilegiously on Eve's apples. 1 wish you
were a Protestant.**
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I took a fancy to change myself into a
Catholic and go and make a real confession to
see what it was like. ... alittle wooden door
inside the grating opened, and I saw the priest
leaning his ear towards me. I was obliged to
begin, and yet I did not know a word of the
formula with which they always commence
their confessions. ... I commenced with
saying I was a foreigner and had been
brought up a Protestant. ... but I determined
to confess, and at last he said he would allow
me because it might be the fist step towards
returning to the true church. I actually did
confess - a real confession.45
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I had not expected he would be [furnished
with counsel fitting the circumstances]; but
the mere relief of communication in an ear
which was human and sentient, yet
consecrated - the mere pouring out of some
portion of long accumulating, long pent-up
pain into a vessel whence it could not be
aguin diffused - had done me good. I was
already solaced.*®
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There is a Mercy beyond human
compassions, a Love stronger than his strong
death which even you must face, and before
it, fall; a Charity more potent than any sin,
even yours; a Pity which redeems worlds, -
nay, absolves Priests.%”
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1 should wish to write to you sometimes: it
would not be well to have any uncertainty
about the safe transmission of letters; and in
the Rue Fossette - in short, our Catholic
discipline in certain matters - though
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Justifiable and expedient - might possibly,
under peculiar circumstances, become liable
to misapplication - perhaps abuse. 69
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