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INTRODUCTION

Persons and personal life
What could be more familiar than the idea of the person? In a certain way, this is a
thoroughly everyday idea; a well-worn piece of furniture in our human world. We habitually speak of ourselves and of others as persons, and the question of what we mean by this
rarely arises in the course of our daily activities. Yet the idea of the person plays a role in
our culture vastly out of proportion with this paucity of reflection. We take it for granted
because it is pervasive. On the one hand, it is a thoroughly public and universal idea: modern systems of law, ethics, and politics are hard to imagine without it. Yet also, it is deeply
private and particular, even intimate. What is closer to me or more wholly my own than
my person? In both of these senses, public and private, universal and particular, one might
well call the person the axis on which our human world turns. It is not simply “important,”
in the sense of playing an indispensable role in our daily lives – though it is, and it does –
but appears as a condition of the possibility of law, ethics, politics, and private life themselves, and even the reason why these endeavors exist.
Despite its familiarity, the idea of ourselves as persons seems to point radically
beyond our everyday lives, our material context, and even time itself, with important consequences. In one respect this is profoundly empowering, for it suggests that we human
beings are not finally bound by the contexts and structures and processes in which we find
ourselves enmeshed. We are free, not determined. As Kant maintained in his account of
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the dynamical sublime,1 we can act, as persons, in a way that swings free of these contexts
and structures and processes, for good or for ill; we can cut through the myths and ideologies of our times; we can bring radical newness into our world, or shatter that world. Such
is the human drama, the drama of freedom and bondage, good and evil. It is a drama of
persons.
But all is not well in this picture. In the view of many today, the concept of the
person and the very idea of this drama have become objects of suspicion, and for good
reason. For to think oneself engaged in such a drama might appear as a fantasy; an excuse
to neglect those very contexts and structures and processes from which, in our hubris, we
imagine ourselves to swing free. Specifically, it might entail a neglect of the natural world
we share with all living things and a forgetfulness of the fact of our embodiment and situatedness with others in our particular time-bound circumstances. At its limit, the very idea
of “swinging free” of our context might be thought to lead not so much to a drama of
personal life as to a dramatic effort to “master and possess” the world, in Descartes’s
phrase, doing precious little justice to the mastered and possessed. One might call this the
Enlightenment project.
If by “person” is meant something like Descartes’s cogito — a self-same, timeless
subject fundamentally distinct from and independent of the body — then it is time, one
might well say, to leave the idea of the person behind. Better to find other, less freighted
and, frankly, dramatic ways of talking about ourselves than to perpetuate the imperium of
“persons” that has manifestly harmed our earth and divided our world. Better to affirm and
work together within the contexts and structures and processes of our present and leave
1

On this, see Kant’s Critique of the Power of Judgment (Kant 2000), pp. 143-9.
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aside the transcendental aspiration to reach radically beyond them. In a sense, such a move
would be a last step in what is called the process of secularization and a final affirmation
of the death of “man.”
This dissertation addresses a question implicit in the preceding observations. Stated
broadly: can we develop today an account of ourselves as persons and of the dynamics of
personal life — and a way of putting these ideas into practice — that both affirms our
ultimate freedom with respect to the contexts and structures and processes of which we are
a part, while also robustly affirming our embodiment, situatedness, and constitutive relationships with others?
I propose that this question has both social and political consequences, and approach it in that spirit. For our times are marked by a great confidence in structures and
processes, often supported by a faith in “market forces” and an appropriate wonder at the
sweeping technological achievements of our recent past and present. A spirit of management and efficiency prevails; thinking, in Heidegger’s sense, does not.2 Yet also today we
find a concern among many to recover or create something like what Hannah Arendt and
others have called “the political”: the spirit of a “revolutionary tradition,” that is, in Arendt’s phrase, in the space of which we, precisely as persons, by speaking and acting in
freedom and in concert, might bring about something radically new in our world.3 My own
concern here in working to find a way of conceiving of ourselves as persons and of the
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I have in mind here Martin Heidegger’s What is Called Thinking? (Heidegger 2004).
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See on this especially the fourth section of Arendt’s essay “What is Freedom,” collected in Between Past
and Future (Arendt 2006, pp. 163-9), the chapters devoted to “action” in part five of The Human Condition
(Arendt 1998, pp. 175-247), and chapter six of her On Revolution, “The Revolutionary Tradition and its Lost
Treasure” (Arendt 1965, pp. 217-285).
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dynamics of personal life is largely motivated by the prospect of recovering or creating
such a space. By rethinking our self-conception as persons, I aim to show, we can begin to
lay the groundwork for such a reinvigoration of our practice of politics and, as a consequence of this, of the institutions of our liberal democracies.

Approach, sources, and method
Such are the broad questions, motivations, and aims that drive this study. In pursuing them, I take a more specific approach than has yet been indicated: I examine, that is,
the development and constructive prospects of what I hold to be a broad yet distinct movement in modern thought and practice known as “personalism.” In the work of many connected with this movement, I argue, we find a wealth of materials — both ideas and exemplary practices — uniquely capable of informing the effort to articulate an account of ourselves as persons and of the dynamics of personal life of the kind I have claimed we need
today, and of putting these ideas into practice.
The term “personalism” was first used at the end of the eighteenth century, and
various positions called personalism were developed in the nineteenth century. Yet in the
form in which it has most influenced our present culture and in which I will consider it in
the bulk of this study, personalism was developed in the early decades of the twentieth
century, in Germany and France, in tandem with phenomenology and existentialism. Few
today have even heard of personalism, yet the influence of its ideas on our political culture
and the culture of our times generally has been substantial and extensive. Personalist ideas
played a crucial role in the early development of human rights discourse, as the historian
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Samuel Moyn has recently shown,4 and likewise informed many of the radical social and
cultural transformations of the 1960s, as others have shown.5 In light of this, one can almost
say, modifying Richard Bellamy’s claim concerning liberalism in 1992: “we are all personalists now.”6 That a notion of “personalizing” the goods we consume has become a
mainstay of modern marketing, however much this renders the notion banal, has likewise
contributed, in a different way, to establishing the intuitive currency of “the personal” in
our times.7 One valuable consequence of examining the history and development of personalism is to become aware of how its ideas, in a broad sense, have shaped and continue
to shape the terrain of our present world.
In a more specific sense, personalism is today most often associated with Catholic
thought and especially Catholic social teaching, where an affirmation of the dignity of the
human person, and certain philosophical claims concerning the nature of persons, have
played a major role over at least the past half-century. Yet I aim to show that both the roots
and prospects of personalist ideas are broader than this association suggests: for figures
connected with all major streams of the Christian tradition — Orthodox, Catholic, and

4

Here see especially chapter two of Moyn’s Christian Human Rights of 2015, entitled “The Human Person
and the Reformulation of Conservatism” (Moyn 2015, pp. 65-100).
5

Two works have done most to trace the connections between personalism, as discussed in this study, and
the 1960s counterculture: James Farrell’s The Spirit of the Sixties: Making Postwar Radicalism (Farrell
1997), of which see especially his first chapter, “Discovering Spirit in the Sixties” (pp. 5-19); and Theodore
Roszak’s Person/Planet: The Creative Disintegration of Industrial Society (Roszak 1978), which is infused
throughout with the ideas and concerns of personalism. Roszak discusses Mounier directly in a section entitled “In Defense of the Person” on pp. 124-8.
6

See Bellamy’s Liberalism and Modern Society (Bellamy 1992), p. 1.
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For an interesting historical perspective on the turn to the self and new concern with the “personal” in the
twentieth century, see Adam Curtis’s four-part film documentary series The Century of the Self, produced by
the BBC (Curtis 2002).
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Protestant — have contributed to the development of personalism, as well as many connected with Judaism and many agnostics. Orthodox thinkers especially have played a major
role, and the relation between Orthodox theologies of the person and the primarily Catholic
materials on which I will focus here merits closer attention that I shall be able to give it.8
This broad appeal of personalist ideas in the past suggests, I maintain, the potential for their
broad appeal today.
Certain questions of method are pressing. For though I do offer a sketch, in chapter
two, of the history of personalism, reaching from the late eighteenth century to the present,
my concern is not primarily historical. This dissertation is not, I mean, a history of personalism, as valuable as such a study would be. Such a study would have to consider in detail
questions I consider only in passing: for example, one can and must examine, as I do
briefly, whether personalism merits being called a single movement at all, or whether one
does better speak of many “personalisms.” My own proposal, which I develop in chapter
two, will be that the greater part of positions called personalism in the modern period exhibit a “family resemblance,” enabling one justly to speak of “forms” or “varieties” of
personalism, itself being regarded as a singular, broad yet distinct movement. I follow this
convention myself in what follows and develop these claims in due course. In anticipating

8

An influential and to my mind thoroughly compelling account of the concept of the person in the context
of Orthodox theology has been developed by John D. Zizioulas in his Being and Communion (Zizioulas,
1985), of which see especially chapter one, “Personhood and Being,” pp. 27-66. Zizoulas has been an active
participant in dialogue between the Orthodox and Catholic Churches especially in the time since Pope Francis’s election, and was invited to comment on the encyclical Laudato Si’ on the occasion of its promulgation
in 2015. An influential Orthodox thinker of the concept of the person active in Paris around the same time as
Mounier was Vladimir Lossky; see especially Lossky’s essay of 1955, “The Theological Notion of the Human Person” (Lossky 1974). Rowan Williams, former Archbishop of Canterbury, wrote his doctoral dissertation on the theology of Lossky (Williams, 1975) and devoted his final public address as Archbishop to
Lossky’s account of the person, under the title “The Person and the Individual: human dignity, human relationships and human limits.” (Williams, 2012).
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them here, I mean just to indicate that such historical questions, while important, will not
be my primary concern.
My primary concern will be rather that which I have indicated above: to mine the
history of ideas and forms of practice associated with personalism in order to inform the
effort to articulate an account of ourselves as persons and of the dynamics of personal life
of the kind I have claimed we need today, and better understand how to put these ideas into
practice. In this way, I will be concerned with “the politics of personalism” in two senses:
both in an internal sense, in examining the differing political visions and aims of those who
have called themselves personalists, and in an external sense, in considering how ideas and
forms of practice associated with personalism might inform the political culture of our
liberal democracies today, even in a way that leaves behind the term “personalism.” Given
the importance of this twofold concern to the study, I have adopted this phrase, “the politics
of personalism,” as my title.
I employ two conceptual devices to limit and focus my study. First, in order to
legitimately circumvent the kinds of historical questions I have noted, I focus on what I
call “the personalist idea,” this being a designation proposed by certain figures linked to
personalism, and by one commentator in particular (Miller 1973), for what I call the “family resemblance” apparent across many varieties of personalism. My concern will be to
determine how the effort I have indicated can be informed by this “idea,” in a precise way
I outline in chapter two, more than by personalism understood in a more formal sense as a
philosophy or movement. Second, related to this, in order to make clear that my concern is
not strictly with ideas, but with practice — that it is a concern both, I mean, to develop an
account of ourselves as persons and of the dynamics of personal life and to understand how
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we might put these ideas into practice — I focus on what I call an “ethos of respect for
persons.” I present an account of this in chapter one. My focus on this “ethos” distinguishes
my study from others focused on the philosophy of personalism in a more formal sense.
Such a philosophical concern is prominent, for example, in the work of many who are
interested to develop a “Thomistic personalism” that joins the insights of personalism,
treated as a kind of existential phenomenology, with the thought of Thomas Aquinas. I will
have more to say about Thomistic personalism in chapter two. I mention it here just to
indicate that the present study is not intended as a contribution to that discourse.
With respect to my sources: I draw mainly on the primary sources of those connected with personalism and the personalist idea, relying on a method of close reading and
analysis throughout. Exceptions to this reliance on primary sources include my use of the
excellent studies concerning the history of personalism in the nineteenth century by Jan
Olaf Bengtsson (2006) and Warren Breckman (1999), on which I often rely in chapter two,
and historian William Miller’s study of the Catholic Worker movement, A Harsh and
Dreadful Love, on which I often draw in chapters two and four (Miller 1973). I also make
extensive use of the works of historian John Hellman, who has devoted much of his career
to the study of the so-called “non-conformists” in France in the 1930s, many of whom
called themselves personalists (especially Hellman 1981a, 1997, 2002). Most other secondary sources are engaged in the footnotes.

Chapter synopses
The study consists of two broad parts. Part one includes chapters one and two. Its
aim is to set forth in greater detail the problem I will consider in this study as a whole, then
offer an initial, schematic indication of my response to this problem.
8

In chapter one, I present this problem by developing a fuller account of the challenge I have pointed to above: namely concerning attitudes toward the idea of the person
in the political culture of our liberal democracies today. To this end, I examine the work of
Charles Larmore and William Connolly. In Larmore’s work, I claim, we find a way to
decouple liberalism from the individualism with which it has long been associated, thus
opening the way for other forms of self-understanding — such as personalism — to make
common cause with a specifically political liberalism. We also find a claim that political
liberalism has a “moral basis.” Larmore identifies this as a “principle of respect for persons,” and suggests that this principle is under threat today from developments in our economy and culture. This leads to a question: if this principle is indeed under threat, how can
we strengthen our commitment to it? For an answer to this, I turn to Connolly, who develops the notion of an “ethos of critical responsiveness” in the context of his critique of political liberalism. By combining elements of Connolly’s account of this “ethos” with elements of Larmore’s account of the principle of respect for persons, I give some initial shape
to my own response to the challenge I have identified: I claim, that is, that in order to
address suspicions concerning the very idea of the person today, and incidentally to
strengthen our commitment to Larmore’s principle of respect for persons and, so to speak,
save political liberalism, we should aim to develop and sustain what I call an “ethos of
respect for persons.” This chapter differs from those that follow in being mainly engaged
with relatively technical work in contemporary political theory, and not engaged with personalism. A reader willing to accept the notion of an ethos of respect for persons as a term
of art, and wanting to proceed directly to the study of personalism, might begin with chapter
two.
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In chapter two, I make my way toward an account of what it would mean to develop
an ethos of respect for persons, both in theory and in practice. I say “make my way,” for
the chapter consists of two distinct parts, one preparing the way for the other. First, I sketch
the history of personalism, understood, as indicated above, as a broad yet distinct movement in the modern period. In this I move briskly through a series of eighteenth and nineteenth century materials (Jacobi, Schelling, and Lotze), often drawing on the work of
Bengtsson and Breckman, as noted, then consider the divergence, after Lotze, between
personalist idealism, represented especially by the school of thought known as Boston Personalism in the United States, and personalist realism, which stemmed from the work of
the phenomenologist Max Scheler in Germany and developed into two distinct if overlapping forms: personalist communitarianism in France, associated especially with Nicolas
Berdyaev, Jacques Maritain, and Emmanuel Mounier, and Thomistic personalism, developed especially by Karol Wojtyła, later elected as Pope John Paul II.
In the second part of the chapter, in light of my reconstruction of this history, I
develop an account of “the personalist idea,” which I claim can be seen to “emerge” from
it. Building on the work of William Miller, who develops an account of the personalist idea
in the context of his study of the Catholic Worker movement, I identify three defining
features of this idea: (1) an emphasis on the practice of “active love,” emphasized by Miller
himself; (2) an affirmation of a certain way of seeing the world, as being composed of
persons and personal relations rather than things, implicit in Miller’s account and developed more recently, I argue, by Roger Scruton; and (3) an affirmation of a certain mode of
encounter with other persons, also implicit in Miller’s account and developed with unique
clarity, I argue, by Richard Kearney.
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Part two of the study includes chapters three, four, and five. Here, I take a step back
from my presentation of the personalist idea and examine three contexts in which it was
developed in the twentieth century. My aim here is to fill out the initial, schematic account
of this idea provided in chapter two by examining certain specific tensions and challenges
that emerged in the effort to develop this idea and put it into practice.
In chapter three, I focus on the context of early twentieth century France and especially the work of the figure most closely associated with personalism in France and arguably anywhere, Emmanuel Mounier (1905-50). While many have been active in developing the personalist idea and personalism as a movement, arguably none has been so exclusively and energetically dedicated to these tasks as Mounier. After considering the roots of
certain defining ideas of Mounier’s personalism in the work of four figures — Charles
Péguy, Jacques Maritain, Nicolas Berdyaev, and Alexandre Marc — I examine the development of Mounier’s own understanding of personalism. I distinguish between early and
later periods in his work, punctuated by the Second World War. His early period, I argue,
was marked by a concern to maintain the “purity” of his ideas and their implementation
and animated by a principled rejection of all modern “forms of civilization,” as expressed
especially in his Manifeste au service du personnalisme of 1936. His later period, by contrast, was marked by a concern to “engage” others and establish personalism as a philosophy able to make common cause with other social, political, and philosophical positions.
Here I focus on Mounier’s three major texts of the 1940s directly and explicitly concerned
with personalism. Mounier’s early concern with “purity,” I claim, presents a cautionary
tale to anyone who would seek to develop the personalist idea, or indeed pursue any radical,
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large-scale social transformation. His later move away from this, toward a more open attitude of engagement, I maintain, indicates the spirit in which the personalist idea might best
be developed today.
In chapter four, I focus on the context of the mid-twentieth century United States,
from the 1930s to roughly the 1970s, and specifically the origins, philosophy and practice
of the Catholic Worker movement. Here I aim to develop the second part of my concern in
this study: not only to find ways to develop an account of ourselves as persons and of the
dynamics of personal life, but also to understand how these ideas can be put into practice.
I aim to show that the Catholic Worker movement, founded in 1933 by Peter Maurin (18771949) and Dorothy Day (1897-1980), is and long has been a prominent site of the practice
of personalism, and specifically Mounier’s personalist communitarianism. Maurin and Day
took up the language of Mounier’s personalist communitarianism early in the movement’s
history and developed that language in new ways that made it less dependent on the context
of European philosophy and also more able, I claim, to motivate practical action. Specifically, I claim that considering Maurin’s and Day’s appropriation and development of the
language of Mounier’s personalism, and how they understood that language in relation to
their own practice, can clarify what it might mean for the personalist idea to inform an
ethos of respect for persons today.
In chapter five, I focus on a context that is philosophical rather than primarily historical or geographic: namely, the efforts of Paul Ricoeur and, I argue, Charles Taylor to
develop certain of the key themes of Mounier’s personalism in their work between the
1980s and 2000s. Both Ricoeur and Taylor were much influenced by Mounier, Ricoeur in
a personal way — he and Mounier were colleagues and friends — and Taylor more from
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a distance. Neither identified as a personalist or called for a continuation of “personalism”
as a distinct movement of thought. Yet both Ricoeur and Taylor made a concept of the
person, as well as other of Mounier’s ideas, central to their own work. By considering how
they carried forward and developed these ideas, I claim, we find ways to address certain
dangers in Mounier’s personalism — especially in its early form, as a personalism of purity
— and better understand how the personalist idea can be expressed and articulated today,
in an historical moment quite different from that in which Mounier developed it. First, I
consider Ricoeur’s explicit effort to extend Mounier’s accounts of the proper role of institutions and the relation between the concept of the person and otherness. Next, I turn to
Taylor’s work, both to demonstrate the fact of his having been influenced by Mounier —
which is among the original findings of this study — and see how he develops three key
themes of Mounier’s personalism in his own work: concerning the nature of moral values,
secularity, and love.
In conclusion, I offer a brief statement of the findings of the study, then respond
directly to the questions of how the materials I have considered might inform an “ethos of
respect for persons” in the way I have claimed they can do, both in theory and practice. I
also consider the recent work of Pope Francis, who in his first two major documents, the
apostolic exhortation Evangelii Gaudium and the encyclical Laudato Si’, makes a number
of distinctively personalist arguments that seem to draw on a different form of personalism
than informed the work of his immediate predecessors, Pope Benedict XVI and Pope John
Paul II. To say that Pope Francis is more “liberal” or “progressive” than these predecessors,
then, as one often hears, may not be entirely to the point: rather, I suggest, he might best
be regarded as a different kind of personalist. By the time we reach this point of our study,
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we will be equipped to appreciate and assess this claim. I conclude by identifying some
avenues for further research on the matters and materials we have considered.
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PART ONE
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CHAPTER ONE:
TOWARD AN ETHOS OF RESPECT FOR PERSONS

Our aim in this chapter is to examine a challenge which, I will argue, confronts the
political culture of our Western liberal democracies today. This challenge concerns how
we think and speak about ourselves as persons, and the implications of various ways of
doing so, or of avoiding the language of “person” altogether. To respond to this challenge
will be my task in this study as a whole; here in this chapter, I aim only to articulate the
terms in which I will frame my response in the chapters to come. Specifically, I argue that
the work of the philosopher Charles Larmore and the political theorist William Connolly
can be brought together, in an admittedly unlikely combination, to give shape to a promising form of response to this challenge: namely, that we might work to develop and sustain
what I call, drawing from both Larmore and Connolly, an “ethos of respect for persons.”
I develop and defend this claim in four stages. First, I discuss the idea of the person
itself and offer some observations concerning the unique and important role it plays in the
political culture of our liberal democracies today. Then I identify and offer an account of
the challenge, concerning the idea of the person, that will occupy our attention in this study.
Here I introduce a distinction between “thin” and “thick” concepts of the person, which
will play a role in my own response to this challenge.
Second, I situate this challenge in the context of the theory of political liberalism,
where a concept of the person plays a key role. Specifically, I consider Larmore’s recent

16

claim that political liberalism, as developed by John Rawls and others, has a “moral basis,”
which Larmore identifies as a “principle of respect for persons.” Yet he also identifies a
challenge facing political liberalism today: that in its confrontation with the array of illiberal forces in our climate of globalized capitalism, often without the support of a strong
nation-state, it is unclear whether this principle of respect for persons can gain the kind of
widespread acceptance it must in order for a broadly liberal culture to remain viable. We
are left then, I propose, with a question: how can we best motivate a broader acceptance of
the principle of respect for persons that Larmore identifies? To do so, I will argue, would
be an important step toward addressing the broader challenge I believe faces our political
culture today.
Third, in an effort to develop an answer to this question, I look to Connolly’s work,
and specifically his critique of political liberalism’s concept of the person and its moral
assumptions. In this critique, I argue, Connolly offers means for understanding how a more
widespread acceptance of Larmore’s principle of respect for persons might be secured. I
focus finally on Connolly’s notion of an “ethos of critical responsiveness,” which is his
own constructive alternative to political liberalism, and examine why he thinks this ethos
can be a site for enriching our understanding of ourselves as persons.
Fourth and finally, I draw on my discussions of Larmore’s and Connolly’s work to
argue for the importance today of working to develop and sustain an “ethos of respect for
persons.” My own response to the challenge facing our political culture, which I develop
in later chapters in connection with personalism and the personalist idea, can be understood
as a call for an ethos of this kind. Having thus set forth the challenge, and indicated the
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broad shape of my own response in conversation with the work of Larmore and Connolly,
I present that response in greater detail in chapter two.

Persons, Thick and Thin
What do we mean when we speak of ourselves as persons? We have a variety of
ways of designating ourselves, of course: as individuals, selves, subjects, humans, and human beings. Each of these terms has a story to tell. Also, in practice, each has its own
proper contexts. Although we may tend to think of them as rough equivalents, in fact we
carefully distinguish between them in everyday speech. The idea of the person is thus not
best thought of as a synonym of these other terms, however rough or merely functional,
but as a distinct idea that plays a distinct role in our culture.
The idea of the person indeed stands out among the many ways we have of designating ourselves, for it plays a unique role in some of the most important contexts of modern life. Modern law and ethics, especially, are hard to imagine without an idea of the
person. It is as persons that we enter into contracts and covenants, bear and exercise rights,
bring and face charges in courts of law, and bear responsibility for our actions. Also, the
concept plays a role in what we think of as our private lives. Our person is in some way
that which is most intimately our own. It is our person which we can lose and which can
be most profoundly violated by others, not only in terms of the rights we bear but in a
deeper, moral or existential way, as in the case of assault.
Yet today I believe we face a challenge in the political culture of our Western liberal
democracies. For many today have grown suspicious of the very idea of the person. To
speak of ourselves as persons seems to throw up barriers between ourselves and the natural
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world, and especially between ourselves and other animals. Relatedly, it seems to presume
that we are something other than our bodies, something more like the stable subjects envisaged by Descartes than the fragile, caring, enfleshed beings that so many today have
compellingly held us to be. The idea of the person has likewise opened the way for legal
novelties such as, in the United States, the increasing entrenchment of the legal personhood
of business corporations. What is more, the concept of the person, as a distinct center of
responsibility and value, runs athwart many of the dominating images of the age: images
of networks, webs, self-regulating markets, structures and systems. In short, to insist on
speaking of ourselves as persons seems to throw up barriers, alienate us from ourselves and
from others, and complicate the task of building the kind of holistic, interconnected society
that many hope for.
All of these concerns are reasonable. If indeed the concept of the person does, in
itself, have these consequences, there is reason for us to stop using personal language and
speak instead of ourselves as, perhaps, individuals or humans. Yet I believe, and will argue
in this chapter and this study as a whole, that the concept of the person does not need to
have these consequences: that it can be shown to overcome them all, that is, and can in fact
support the realization of the very aims some suspect it inhibits.
The challenge I want to identify is this: that we might develop a new way of thinking and speaking about ourselves as persons, and of our lived experience as persons, that
both enables this concept to continue playing the unique role it does in our liberal democratic culture and our individual lives, while also addressing the concerns of its critics.
Furthermore, in connection with this, we might develop this new way of thinking and
speaking in terms that are accessible not only to academics and specialists, but in principle
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to all members of our societies. What seems to be required is a new space for dialogue,
encounter, and charitable disputation concerning our identity as persons, not simply a new
general concept of the person. The prospect of creating such a space, I will argue both in
this chapter and the chapters to follow, promises to tap stagnant energies in our societies
and thus help us address the motivational deficit so apparent in our political culture today.
To make my meaning clearer, it is helpful to recall the distinction between “thin”
and “thick” concepts, proposed by Michael Walzer.9 A thin concept of the person in this
sense will have a minimum number of entailments. It will not presume an elaborate philosophical or theological anthropology, or ideally any. So conceived, the person is perhaps
simply to be regarded as a formal entity: a bearer of rights or a rational agent. Building up
from there, one can “thicken” the concept. Perhaps it is in our identity as persons to pursue
not only what is right, but what is good, or even some particular vision of the good. Perhaps
our identity as persons is constituted through encounters with others, with the natural
world, and with the institutions of our society. Perhaps we have been created by God and,
being endowed with an immortal soul, will return to God, or not, after our death. To make
such claims is to affirm a thicker concept of our identity as persons. Such claims clearly
presuppose a greater number of related ideas, many of which are sure to spark controversy
and provoke reasonable disagreement.
In any political culture, we can say there is both promise and danger associated with
promoting as normative a concept of the person that is either maximally thin or maximally
thick. A maximally thin concept promises to encourage the development of a rich diversity
of privately-held accounts of who and what we are as persons. This is typical of a liberal
9
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approach. Representative of this is the early work of John Rawls, about which we will have
more to say in this chapter. Rawls, in A Theory of Justice (1972), presents the person as a
rational agent capable of determining principles of justice, and of doing so in a way that is
independent of the particular identities or motivations he or she happens to have.10 Yet
there is also a danger in this approach, as early critics of Rawls pointed out.11 For any
approach that conceives of the person in such a thin and formal way risks failing to accord
due attention to the role that particular identities and motivations play in both the theory
and practice of justice: the role played by particular visions of the good life, for example,
or self-understandings and motivations rooted in one’s culture or religious tradition. Excluding these particular features of our identities from the effort to determine the principles
of justice for our society may give us an adequate theory of justice for “rational agents,” in
the abstract, yet critics maintain that it is unlikely to yield a theory that expresses deeper
features of our identities, and which thus can practically be expected to motivate our action.
Here we have the basic terms of the debates between liberals and communitarians that
unfolded in the 1980s and ’90s; more could be said about them. Yet the preceding sketch
will suffice for our purpose here.
A maximally thick concept of the person comes with its own promise and danger.
Its promise is to create circumstances in which persons are not alienated from their society
or from one another, and a culture in which their own deepest convictions are explicitly
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recognized and supported. Such a culture can inspire confidence and a sense of belonging.
The problem of motivating political engagement will likely not be prominent, as the culture
would reflect back to people their particular sense of themselves and the shared features of
their identities, thus vividly inviting their participation. Yet all is not well with this picture,
for at its outer limit the promotion of such a thoroughly determined idea of who we are as
persons might yield a frightful conformity, discourage criticism, and exclude those whose
convictions or identities fail to match the norm. The term for this, at its limit, is totalitarianism.
Throughout the twentieth century and still today, many in the liberal democracies
of the West have struggled to find a balance between thin and thick concepts of who we
are as persons. On the one hand, the concept should be thin enough to be accessible to as
many citizens as possible and amenable to critical contestation. On the other hand, it should
be thick enough to promote a sense of belonging and, to the extent possible, common purpose. It should be thick enough, that is, to encourage citizens to act in the public sphere on
the basis of a confidence in their status as persons, and to feel that their deepest convictions,
regarded as essential to their identities, are acknowledged and respected. Too thin, and this
concept of ourselves as persons may promote the development of mutually-opposed enclaves of social and religious groups, with little motivation to engage in substantive debate
with one another on matters of common concern. Too thick, and again the public sphere
could be weakened, as opposing voices are excluded and individual creativity and initiative
diminished.
As I have stated it above, the challenge we face today calls on us both to preserve
the capacity of the concept of the person to continue playing the role it does in our liberal
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democratic culture, and to address the concerns of its critics. In terms of the account of thin
and thick concepts of the person just provided, I believe this challenge can be understood
as follows: that the concept must be thin enough to be in effect universal, and thus able to
continue playing the role it does in law and ethics, and yet thick enough to affirm in some
way the many dimensions of our experience as persons — our embodiment, situatedness,
relatedness and so forth — that critics suspect it neglects or excludes.
We can see that what is called for here is not simply a new or even enlarged idea
of the person, understood as a propositional statement of the term’s definition. To “thicken”
the concept in this way would simply be to connect it with some new, maybe more capacious philosophical or theological anthropology, which itself would invite reasonable disagreement and thus by inappropriate in the context of a liberal democratic society. Rather,
I will argue, our challenge is, as suggested, to establish a new space for dialogue, encounter,
and charitable contestation between thinner and thicker concepts of ourselves as persons:
one in which the question of what we mean in speaking of ourselves in this way, and the
implications of differing views, can be a matter of lively and constructive contestation. The
aim here is for a kind of “thick” pluralism: a cultural space inviting the expression of many
differing “thick” conceptions of ourselves, rather than a single, “thin” conception. In this
way, rather than presuming any particular “thin” or “thick” view of ourselves as persons,
the difference between these ways of conceiving of ourselves can itself be opened up to
create a new space for building a culture, both in thought and in practice, where the question of who we are as persons — in law, ethics, and all the many spheres of modern life —
can enliven people’s engagement in our political culture.
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As indicated above, in this chapter I wish to approach the task of establishing such
a space within the theoretical context of political liberalism. While political liberals have
often tended to defend a thin concept of the person, giving rise to the criticisms noted
above, Charles Larmore has recently identified, I believe, a promising avenue for rethinking the concept of the person within the framework of political liberalism, whether or not
doing so was his intent. Building on claims Larmore develops concerning the “moral basis”
of political liberalism, and his identification of a “principle of respect for persons” as this
basis, we will, as stated, draw on elements of Connolly’s work for help in understanding
how to promote a stronger commitment to this moral basis.

The Principle of Respect for Persons
Two features of Charles Larmore’s account of political liberalism are relevant to
our aims here: (1) his quite original claim that political liberalism can and ought to leave
behind the classical liberal commitment to individualism, as individualism itself has proven
to be a controversial doctrine subject to reasonable disagreement, and (2) his claim that the
project of political liberalism, and of liberal democracy itself, has at its basis certain “moral
assumptions” which it ought to more readily acknowledge, the central of these being what
he calls a “principle of respect for persons.”
I will begin by reconstructing these claims as Larmore develops them in the sixth
chapter of The Autonomy of Morality. Next, I will consider the question posed above, of
why one would or should be inclined to adopt this principle of respect for persons, and note
the challenges which, in Larmore’s view, this principle faces today. This will lead, finally,
to a discussion of why I believe the account of political liberalism Larmore presents here
— as both (1) independent of individualism and (2) having a “moral basis” — invites us to
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build on his account by drawing, perhaps implausibly, on the work of a noted critic of
political liberalism: William Connolly. I do so in the following section.
The stated occasion for Larmore’s discussion of his view of political liberalism in
the sixth chapter of The Autonomy of Morality is an exchange of essays between John
Rawls and Jürgen Habermas, published in 1995 by The Journal of Philosophy. In this exchange, Rawls and Habermas offer evaluations of what they see to be the strengths and
weaknesses of one another’s positions. Larmore recounts and assesses these. His own
claim, however, is that both Rawls and Habermas overlook what he calls the “fundamental
point of convergence” between their perspectives, which “consists,” he says, “in a common
failing.”12 Briefly stated:

Rawls and Habermas both lose sight of the moral assumptions that inspire [the project of political liberalism] and that therefore underlie the common ground on which
the principles of liberal democracy are to rest, even when standing free from any
general philosophy of man.13

We find here both features of Larmore’s view that I wish to emphasize. One is obvious:
namely, the reference to “moral assumptions” that inspire and underlie the principles of
liberal democracy. We will return to this in a moment. First, however, let us focus on the
other feature of Larmore’s view I believe to be suggested in this passage, contained in his
reference to “any general philosophy of man”: I take this to anticipate his claim, made a
few pages further on, that individualism should not be regarded as essential to political
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liberalism. For the “general philosophy of man” most often associated with liberalism has
been individualism, and a defining feature of Larmore’s view here, as I understand it, is
the claim that a specifically political liberalism, distinct from classical liberalism, ought to
leave behind its reliance on this today widely and reasonably contested set of individualist
ideals.
Why does Larmore believe that political liberalism should be regarded as independent of individualism? Let us consider this more closely, for to separate political liberalism
from individualism is the first step in my own argument here. By means of this separation,
I will claim, political liberalism becomes able to accommodate the kind of space for common inquiry into our self-conception as persons that I am calling for. What is more, having
been loosed of its association with individualism, as a “general philosophy of man,” it becomes able to make common cause with a greater variety of such philosophies, including
personalism.
Since the time of John Locke, Larmore proposes, “liberal thinkers have often presented their political philosophy in terms of a full-scale individualism.”14 A central ideal
of individualism, in the works of Locke, Kant, and Mill, for example, and up to our day,
and despite the many and obvious differences among thinkers of this persuasion, has been
that “our allegiance to any substantive view of the good” should be something that “we
choose, or would choose, from a position of critical reflection.”15 Yet this ideal, Larmore
maintains, having at its center a call to distance ourselves from our particular, constitutive
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identities and circumstances, has itself in our day become “an object of reasonable disagreement.” Many today maintain that “we can share in the good that some ways of life
offer only if we do not think of our allegiance to them as elective, as a matter of decision,
but regard it instead as constitutive of what we hold to be valuable, as rooted in a feeling
of belonging.”16
We thus inhabit today a political culture marked by a “new area of controversy”:
not only an area of controversy over which comprehensive vision of the good, or religious
persuasion, ought to be accepted, but an area of controversy over what it even means to
have such an allegiance. Must such an allegiance, to be legitimate, stem from a conscious
choice based on critical reflection? Or can we legitimately conceive of these sorts of allegiances as in fact “the inherited basis of our moral thinking, rather than … objects of choice
themselves?”17. Given this new area of reasonable disagreement, political liberalism, Larmore argues, ought to “seek a reformulation of its self-understanding that can accommodate both sides to this new area of controversy.”18 It should aim to “fix the principles of
political association” in a way that is independent not only of “religious convictions and
substantive notions of the good life,” as it has long sought to be, but also of “comprehensive
moral conceptions,” including individualist ideals.
In one obvious way, of course, Larmore is proposing an account of political liberalism that is even more freestanding with respect to substantive or comprehensive visions
than Rawls held his own view to be. For here, he excludes more than Rawls does from the
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materials to be taken into account in fixing the principles of political association: not only
“substantive conceptions of the good life,” but also “comprehensive moral conceptions.”
This might seem to leave us with an even more “naked public square,” to use the old,
polemical phrase.
But I believe its effect could be the opposite. For by rendering liberalism freestanding with respect to individualism — and also, it would seem, to collectivism or any other
“general philosophy of man” — Larmore seems to be enlarging the tent of political liberalism, so to speak, or at least making provisions for such an enlargement. For if individualism is no longer held to be essential to political liberalism, then political liberalism becomes available to serve as a broad framework not only for individualists, but also for
defenders of other “comprehensive moral conceptions” — the most important of these, for
us here, being personalism.
If this is right, and Larmore’s effort to reformulate political liberalism in order to
render it freestanding with respect to individualism does in effect enlarge the range of those
who can in good conscience make common cause with political liberalism and participate
without caveat in a liberal democratic culture, a question seems to arise: what is to hold
this culture together, if not a shared commitment to individualist ideals and the primacy of
individual rights? Here we come to the second of Larmore’s claims I want to emphasize,
namely his account of the “moral assumptions” inspiring and underlying the principles of
liberal democracy, the central of these being a principle of respect for persons. Let us consider his account of this principle more closely.
Larmore introduces his notion of a principle of respect for persons as a way of
expressing, more clearly than Rawls did, what he calls “the abiding moral heart of liberal
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thought.”19 Rawls does “give voice” to this, he thinks, in Political Liberalism, where Rawls
defines “the liberal principle of legitimacy” as follows:

Our exercise of political power [i.e., in the use of coercion] is fully proper only
when it is exercised in accordance with a constitution the essentials of which all
citizens as free and equal may reasonably be expected to endorse in the light of
principles and ideals acceptable to their common human reason.20

This statement, Larmore suggests, amounts to the following claim: that the legitimate use
or threat of force — “the validity of coercive principles” — depends on the reasonable
agreement of all citizens. Why should this be so? The answer can only refer, he says, to a
political principle with a special status: a principle of respect for persons. He states this
principle as follows:

[T]he basic rules of political association, being coercive in nature, ought to be such
that all citizens who are subject to them must be able to see reason to endorse them,
on the assumption (perhaps counterfactual) that they are committed to basing political association on rules that can meet with the rational agreement of all.21

The notion of “reasons” plays an important role here. All citizens must be able in principle
to see reason to endorse the basic rules of political association to which they are subject. It
is indeed this emphasis on reasons that makes this precisely a principle of respect for persons: for as Larmore says of persons, near the beginning of his discussion, “an essential
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feature of persons is that they are beings capable of thinking and acting on the basis of
reasons.”22 Quite apart from any ideals concerning individual rights, then — and apart from
any “comprehensive moral conception” — this political principle is identified as an expression of the moral foundation of “[l]iberalism, conceived as a strictly political doctrine.”23 In this way, political liberalism is shown to depend on something outside of itself:
namely, the principle of respect for persons.
Why would or should anyone commit oneself to this principle? Larmore’s discussion of its status and validity bears close consideration. As he writes, it “must be understood
as having a deeper kind of validity” than other political principles.24 For unlike constitutional principles, the principle of respect for persons — and this is the crucial move — does
not “derive from our collective will as citizens” and “does not count as valid by virtue of
being an object of reasonable consensus.” As Larmore concludes his discussion of this
“very important result”:

Respect for persons must be considered as a norm … enjoying a moral authority
we have not fashioned ourselves. For only on its basis can we account for why we
are moved to give our political existence the consensual shape it is meant to have.25

It is important to consider Larmore’s language closely here. The principle of respect for
persons, he seems to propose, “must be understood as” or “must be considered as” a norm
we have found or discovered, in some sense, rather than made: it has “a moral authority we
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have not fashioned ourselves.” This argument seems transcendental in form: insofar as we
do find ourselves “moved to give our political existence” a consensual shape, we may ask
what needs to be true in order for the fact of our feeling moved in this way to be possible.
A necessary condition, we find, is a principle of respect for persons; thus we find or discover this principle.
Yet Larmore seems to mean more than this, as suggested even in the last clause of
the passage just quoted, referring to “the consensual shape [our political existence] is meant
to have.” For although each of us will come to recognize the authority of the principle of
respect for persons, if we do, in different ways and for different reasons, this principle has,
he states near the end of the chapter, “universal validity” and is “universally binding.”26
Our political existence is “meant to have,” then, a consensual shape, whether we can see
the justification for this or not. Significantly, Larmore distinguishes here between two “distinct meanings of universality”: bindingness and justifiability. Principles may be universally binding, then, as Larmore claims the principle of respect for persons is, yet not universally justifiable, because, as he says, “to grasp the reasons for their validity we may
have to have had a certain history and gone through certain experiences.”27 This view is
not foundationalist, then, in an epistemological sense. As Larmore himself makes this
point:

despite my continual reference to moral foundations, nothing I have said in this
chapter is “foundationalist” in an objectionable sense; there have been no appeals
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to the a priori or the rationally indubitable, but instead an acknowledgement of historical contingency.28

Larmore is not suggesting, then, that a rational argument could be developed that would,
even only in principle, convince all rational agents of the bindingness of the principle of
respect for persons. “Historical contingency,” rather, and the fact that we “have had a certain history and gone through certain experiences” is what will enable one to recognize and
justify for oneself the bindingness (here held to be universal) of the principle of respect for
persons.
To return to the question posed above: why would or should anyone commit oneself
to this principle, which constitutes the “moral basis” of political liberalism? Why would or
should anyone be a political liberal? Given Larmore’s acknowledgement that historical
contingencies play a key role in leading one to form such a commitment, it seems clear that
no insistence on a merely general concept of the person, regardless of how compelling an
argument we can make for it, can on its own effectively promote such a commitment. What
does seem able to promote this is just the historical contingencies of our experience,
through which, and only through which, we may find reason to commit ourselves to the
principle of respect for persons, and in this way to political liberalism. The proper way to
encourage a more widespread commitment to the principle of respect for persons is therefore, it seems, not to develop a more compelling argument for it, but to work to build a
culture in which the universal bindingness of this principle is made more apparent in people’s concrete experience.
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The task of building such a culture appears as especially pressing in our day in light
of certain comments Larmore makes in the concluding pages of a recent essay, “Political
Liberalism.”29 Liberalism in general, he points out, was “developed as a political conception keyed to the modern nation-state.” It presumed that the citizens of a liberal society
would “regard themselves as forming one people, bound together by … solidarity.” Yet
often today, this sense of being a people and consequent sense of solidarity have been
weakened. As he writes, in a striking passage:

In a world dominated by a rampant globalized capitalism and hurtling, not unconnectedly, toward environmental disaster, the idea of distinct peoples and sovereign
nation-states appears to be increasingly a thing of the past. States find themselves
more and more the prisoner of worldwide financial markets and multinational corporations. The new digital technology of the media and the internet, an integral part
of the dynamics of international capital, acts to homogenize cultural differences and
to erase historical memory with the immediacy of information and entertainment
on command. Meanwhile, the air thickens, the ice-packs melt, the seas rise, and
existing nation-states, such as they are, seem an irrelevance, if not indeed an obstacle, to any way of averting the impending catastrophe.30

These circumstances have led some to develop “theories of global justice,” he notes, yet
he doubts whether such theories can prove compelling. Any political principle will be compelling, he says, only if “the people to be bound by them already share feelings of mutual
trust and regard themselves as having a common destiny” and, no less importantly, “if
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states, liberal states, find themselves moved to put them into practice.” Yet it seems unlikely, he thinks, that such circumstances will come about on a global scale under current
conditions.
This assessment seems correct, and questions arise: what if anything can be done
to promote “feelings of mutual trust” and, to whatever degree, a sense of “common destiny”
among members of our societies on a large scale? And in addition, what can be done to
lead liberal states to “find themselves moved” to put these principles into practice, notably
the principles of human rights that Larmore specifies?
I agree that the prospect of achieving these things seems slim, and certainly no mere
new concept of the person can do this work on its own. But it will be my contention in
what follows that these aims can at least be furthered in the way I have suggested above:
by creating a new space for dialogue, encounter, and charitable contestation between differing concepts of ourselves as persons. For if a principle of respect for persons does indeed
constitute or express the “moral basis” of political liberalism, and if, as I have claimed in
the last section, the very idea of the person is for many becoming an object of suspicion,
then the task of finding ways to reinvigorate our self-understanding as persons, through the
vehicles of education, political action and personal example, is pressing indeed.
I have considered Larmore’s work here in order to establish three claims needed to
develop my own argument in this chapter. First, I claim, following Larmore, that political
liberalism need not be bound up with individualism. By thus decoupling these views, I
have proposed, we broaden the spectrum of moral conceptions that can in good conscience
make common cause with political liberalism. Second, I claim, again following Larmore,
that political liberalism is itself based upon certain “moral assumptions,” the first of these
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being a principle of respect for persons. This amounts to a claim, about which I will say
more in the following section in conversation with Connolly’s work, that political liberalism has an “outside” in the sense of being reliant upon something (the principle of respect
for persons) that does not “derive from our collective will as citizens” and has “a moral
authority we have not fashioned ourselves.”
Third and finally, I claim that even faced with globalized capitalism and the decline
of the nation-state, which Larmore so vividly describes, we can work to strengthen citizens’
commitment to the principles of political liberalism, first and foremost the principle of
respect for persons. We can reasonably hope to make progress in this direction, I will argue
in the next section, by introducing certain new dimensions into the liberal definition of the
person — dimensions which do not compromise its ability to function as a universal concept in law and ethics — and by working to develop what William Connolly calls an “ethos
of critical responsiveness.”

An Ethos of Critical Responsiveness
The concerns and methods of Larmore’s and Connolly’s work are quite different.
On the theme of political liberalism’s conception of the person, however, considering their
work together in this chapter will further my aim of indicating the shape of the response I
will develop to the challenge outlined above, concerning the place of the concept of the
person in modern liberal democratic political culture.
To this end, I want to focus on just two claims Connolly makes against what he
takes to be John Rawls’s variety of political liberalism in his work of 1999, Why I Am Not
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A Secularist, then consider the alternative he develops.31 Connolly focuses on Rawls’s
work primarily due to the significant role it has played in debates about the proper role of
religious belief, or comprehensive doctrines of the good, in public debates in a liberal democracy. In short, Rawls maintains that explicit statements of religious conviction have no
legitimate role to play in such debates, but should be translated into terms not dependent
for their sense on any particular religious tradition. Religious belief thus ought to remain a
private matter.32 This constitutes what Connolly calls Rawls’s “secularism,” which is the
view from which Connolly disassociates himself in the book’s title.
Before considering Connolly’s two main claims against Rawls, it will be useful to
note a broad distinction he draws between his own brand of political theory and Rawls’s
approach. Connolly is an advocate of what he calls the “politics of becoming.” Such a
politics “occurs,” he writes,

when a culturally marked constituency, suffering under its negative constitution in
an established institutional matrix, strives to reconfigure itself by moving the cultural constellation of identity/difference then in place.33

Movement and change are prominent themes here. Within the space of an “established
institutional matrix,” constituencies “strive” to achieve a new position by “moving [a] cultural constellation” which has, to that point, “marked” them and been a cause of suffering.
The constellation that is moved concerns which identities are established, and which are
31
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regarded as “different.” The constituency that “moves” this constellation thus moves itself
out of a condition of a negatively-marked difference with respect to established institutions,
and achieves recognition. In this picture, one is led to imagine many, various constituencies, all vying to “reconfigure” the “matrix” in ways beneficial to itself. In Connolly’s view,
as presented here, this is politics.
Connolly calls Rawls’s approach an instance of the “politics of being.” As he
writes, this is a “politics of the realization of an essence or universal constitution already
known in its basic structure by all reasonable persons.”34 Rawls’s theory of justice, he suggests, is somehow determined or fixed in advance, “already known in its basic structure by
all reasonable persons.” Its aim, on this reading of Rawls’s view, is just to articulate this
“basic structure” by means of the device of the “original position,” initially presented by
Rawls in A Theory of Justice, then to apply or put into practice the principles determined
by means of this device. Absent here, on Connolly’s reading, are the dynamics of power,
of the reconfiguration of “matrices” and generally the focus on movement and change so
prominent in Connolly’s own approach.
Having in hand this distinction between a politics of becoming and a politics of
being, we are equipped to understand Connolly’s two main claims against Rawls’s political
liberalism.
Connolly’s first claim is that Rawls’s theory of justice “stymies”35 the politics of
becoming. He writes: “the Rawlsian rendering of ‘persons’ in ‘fair cooperation’ poses illconsidered barriers to the politics of becoming in the process of trying to develop a (nearly)
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self-sufficient theory of justice.”36 In short, by determining in advance what constitutes fair
cooperation and, most importantly for our purposes, what is meant by the person — I return
to this point in discussing Connolly’s second claim below — Rawls inhibits the kind of
movement and change that is necessary for the kind of politics Connolly advocates.
Central to this first claim against Rawls is a charge implicit in Connolly’s reference
to Rawls’s “(nearly) self-sufficient” theory of justice. The “nearly” here refers to a view
that Connolly shares, in fact, with Larmore: that political liberalism is dependent on something outside of itself. In Connolly’s view, this something is the idea of “reasonableness.”
For while in 1972, in A Theory of Justice, Rawls had claimed that the principles of justice
can be derived exclusively from the calculations of the ideally rational agents, or “parties,”
in the original position, in 1993, in Political Liberalism, he concedes that, in addition to
the rationality of the parties, the “distinct and independent basic idea” of reasonableness
plays an essential role in the derivation of these principles.37 As Rawls explains this claim
there, purely rational agents lack a “particular form of moral sensibility that underlies the
desire to engage in fair cooperation as such, and to do so on terms that others as equals
might be reasonably expected to endorse.”38 By introducing this “basic idea” of reasonableness into his theory of justice, Connolly argues, Rawls seeks to address the question of
the parties’ motivation — they desire to engage in fair cooperation because they are reasonable — but also he renders his theory reliant upon something outside of itself, a “moral

36

Ibid., p. 64.

37

Rawls 1996, p. 51.

38

Ibid.

38

sensibility,” which seems to compromise its self-sufficiency. We have seen that Larmore
makes a similar claim in maintaining that political liberal has a “moral basis.”
Connolly focuses his critique on this apparently new reliance of Rawls’s theory on
something outside of itself: this “something,” in Connolly’s view, is a set of “cultural practices” or a “tradition” in the context of which one can cultivate the moral sensibility to
which Rawls refers. “Note,” he writes, “that Rawlsians are now unable to find the sufficient
rational ground for justice they habitually accuse post-Nietzscheans [such as Connolly himself] of lacking.”39 Trouble arises, Connolly believes, when a given cultural context does
not in fact support the cultivation of such a sensibility or is otherwise weak or uneven. In
such a case, given that Rawls has called for the exclusion of “comprehensive doctrines”
from public discourse, including the kinds of traditions that might do the work of promoting this sensibility, the Rawlsian will have nothing to appeal to, as a theorist of justice, in
calling for others to be reasonable. In this way, in Connolly’s view, Rawls makes reasonableness reliant upon “fungible cultural dispositions and conventions” that are not guaranteed to yield the sensibility in question, then imposes an “imperative of silence” on these
very same dispositions and conventions.
Connolly’s second claim against Rawls is the “most direct,” he says, and “follows
from [Rawls’s] conception of the person.”40 It is also the most important for us here. Rawls,
he argues, “wants to freeze the liberal conception of the person and the secular conception
of public space today while everything else in and around the culture undergoes change.”41
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His language here is colorful and mildly polemical: Rawls exhibits a “drive to stillness,”42
he writes; he “demand[s] that things be still at bottom”43 and wants for “persons and the
generic facts about them to remain stationary so that liberal justice can be (nearly) sufficient unto itself.”44 Justice as fairness is called, for these reasons, a “winter doctrine,” of
the sort one clings to in hard times. Though Rawls admirably does acknowledge, then, in
Political Liberalism, the reliance of his theory upon something outside of itself — a moral
sensibility — in Connolly’s view he retains a “fixed” concept of the person. For Rawls,
Connolly argues, “[p]ersons just are … at least after the modus vivendi of secularism”;
“Rawls levels persons to make social facts simple.”45 The substance of Connolly’s claim
seems to be this: that although Rawls does acknowledge the historical becoming of the
modus vivendi that has enabled a widely-shared disposition to reasonableness, he does not
acknowledge the historical becoming of his intentionally thin concept of the person, treating this as a given or a sort of natural kind.
Two problems arise from this, as Connolly sees it. First, it renders Rawls’s view
insensitive to the fact that, before justice as fairness comes on the scene with its particular
conception of the person, a “dense, unconscious coding of personhood” has already been
culturally established. Certain “traits, dispositions, and sensibilities” have “crossed the
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threshold” into “normal personhood,” and certain “culturally defined afflictions [and] incapacities” have been placed below that threshold.46 Over just the past two centuries, certain individuals — slaves, women, atheists, homosexuals, and “postmodernists” — have
been regarded as “something less than fully persons,” and yet those who held them in such
regard could well have accepted Rawls’s theory of justice, only without including these
constituencies of “others” among those thought to be capable of engaging in fair cooperation. (As Connelly points out, even Rawls himself seems to have excluded the mentally
retarded in this way.)
Second, Rawls’s commitment to a fixed conception of the person leads him to overlook to “the importance of periodic, disruptive political performances” that challenge the
“operational coding of personhood and justice.”47 If such performances achieve their purpose, as they sometimes do, Rawlsians are quick to acknowledge their claims to full personhood. Yet, Connolly argues, although “[w]ithin a period of thirty years or so, Rawlsians
have acknowledged the claims of Indians, women, and gays,” they have done so only “after
a series of social movements” — on the terrain of the politics of becoming — have “carried
their voices within his range of hearing.”48 In a certain way then, Connolly’s charges here
amount to a claim that Rawls is always late on the scene, arriving only after a certain
“dense, unconscious coding of personhood” is already established and the work of the politics of becoming is already done.
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Having developed his two main claims against Rawls’s political liberalism, and its
attendant secularism, Connolly presents his own constructive alternative. For “[e]thical uncertainty,” he writes, will always “haunt the politics of becoming” — this being, again, the
real, on-the-ground practice of politics Connolly advocates — and thus our best hope is to
“cultivate an ethos of critical responsiveness irreducible to a fixed moral code or abstract
conception of the person.”49 Earlier on, Connolly offers another, related characterization
of this view, calling it an “ethic of generosity” stemming from a “post-Nietzschean gratitude for life.”
Connolly develops this claim by reference to debates between liberalism and communitarianism, these two positions being correlated broadly with the notions of “thin” and
“thick” concepts of the person noted above. There is no way to settle the old dispute between liberals and communitarians, Connolly maintains, so long as both parties are concerned to defend some “general concept of the person.” The liberal concept will be “too
formal to reach deeply enough into the density of culturally constituted identities”; the
communitarian, too specific to respond to the diverse possibilities of being.”50 We do best,
then, to leave aside the project of defending any “general concept” of the person — whether
of the formal, thin, liberal kind, or the specific, thick, communitarian kind — and seek
rather to develop a responsiveness to the claims of any and all suffering persons in our
efforts to achieve justice, which are always “radically insufficient,” yet also “indispensable.”
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In further characterizing his own view, Connolly identifies some common ground
between himself and Rawls: for his own view is akin, he says, to “some theological perspectives such as those provided by Levinas, Ricoeur, and Jaspers in challenging all the
way down the theistic and secular fundamentalisms that Rawls himself resists.”51 Both
Rawls and Connolly oppose such fundamentalisms. For Connolly to say he is “not a secularist,” and thus not a supporter of Rawls’s political liberalism as he interprets it, is not a
call for a return to faith in any straightforward or traditional sense. Rather, the “ethos of
critical responsiveness” he calls for is situated between Rawls’s view and the “fundamentalisms” of which both are suspicious. Thus it falls between any very thin and very thick
“general concept of the person” in a way that declines to privilege the task of theoretical
definition, focusing rather on practice and “responsiveness.”
In Connolly’s approach, I believe we find a new way of thinking about the “moral
basis” of political liberalism that both he and Larmore acknowledge in different ways.
There are some clear differences between their accounts of this basis: for while Larmore
identifies it as a “political principle,” the principle of respect for persons, Connolly identifies it as a set of “fungible cultural dispositions and conventions.” We also find a perhaps
surprising similarity, however, for both, in effect, maintain that “historical contingency”
plays a necessary role in helping us cultivate the moral sensibility that leads us to pursue
justice. Of course their views differ concerning how “far down” this contingency goes, to
put it so. For Larmore, as we have seen, the principle of respect for persons is universally
binding, regardless of whether we are able to justify it in our particular circumstances.
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Contingency thus plays a role on the level of justification, but not bindingness. In Connolly’s “post-Nietzschean” view, by contrast, it seems that all we have is our particular
“fungible cultural dispositions and conventions,” and in this respect historical contingency
goes all the way down; both justifiability and bindingness depend upon it. Nonetheless, we
are not bound to receive these dispositions and conventions passively; far from it. For Connolly puts at the center of his view an “ethos of critical responsiveness” which we can
actively cultivate. There is something for us to do here, in short, and even if our efforts to
achieve justice are doomed to be “radically insufficient,” as we have seen him say, they are
also “indispensable.”
Also in Connolly’s view, I believe we find a new way of thinking about the person,
and of how to approach and value this concept in a way that is not unduly preoccupied with
identifying a single, correct “general concept of the person.” For although Connolly judges
negatively the contest between liberal and communitarian, thin and thick “general concepts
of the person,” he does not dismiss the idea of the person as such. He celebrates the success
of previously disenfranchised groups in securing recognition as “full persons” and identifies what he calls the “dense, unconscious coding of personhood” as an important aspect
of the politics of becoming. Rawlsian political liberalism benefits from this process of
“coding,” he thinks, and has been quick to incorporate the results of this process into the
theory of justice.
Yet a trouble seems to emerge from Connolly’s view on this point, due to his claim
that this coding of personhood is “unconscious.” For although this seems like a correct
description of much of our thinking about personhood, it is unclear why this process of
coding ought to remain unconscious. Why should we not be capable, on reflection, of
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bringing to conscious and explicit articulation at least portions of this process, and thus
take it in a new direction? An ability to do so would certainly seem to support the cultivation of an “ethos of critical responsiveness,” and this effort itself may even be a part of that
ethos. I develop these claims in the following, final section, where I make explicit the results, for our purposes in this study, of bringing Larmore’s and Connolly’s views into conversation here.

Conclusion
Our purpose in this chapter has been to indicate the broad shape of the response I
will present, explore, and develop in the chapters to come: a response, that is, to the challenge I have identified. This challenge concerns the place in the political culture of our
liberal democracies of the concept of the person, which is at once central to many of our
defining institutions, of law and ethics especially, and yet concerning which many have
developed a reasonable suspicion. Specifically, I have described this challenge as a project
of creating a new space for dialogue, encounter, and charitable contestation among differing ways of conceiving of ourselves as persons, and in this way re-envisioning the reinvigorating our commitment to the ideals and practices connected with this concept.
In this chapter, I have framed this challenge within the theoretical space of political
liberalism. Following Larmore, I have claimed that political liberalism need not be regarded as essentially bound up with any “general philosophy of man,” including individualism, and argued that this clears the way for people with fairly widely differing ways of
understanding themselves as persons to make common cause with political liberalism in
good conscience. Having thus established the capacity of political liberalism to accommodate the kind of new space that is our interest in this study, we have examined the “moral
45

basis” of political liberalism, which for Larmore is a principle of respect for persons. Larmore, we have seen, has expressed concern that political and economic conditions today
might inhibit our commitment to this principle, leading us to ask here how a more widespread commitment to this principle could be encouraged. To better understand this, we
turned to Connolly.
In Connolly, as suggested, I believe we find new ways of thinking about the moral
basis of political liberalism and about the concept of the person, which, for Larmore, is
essential to that basis. Yet the moral basis of political liberalism for Connolly is not a principle but a set of “cultural dispositions and conventions,” which we can work on and transform by cultivating an “ethos of critical responsiveness.” It thus becomes clearer how those
with differing conceptions of themselves as persons, now free to assemble within the enlarged tent of political liberalism, can work to promote a more widespread commitment to
its moral basis — or, we can say, at least now we have a term for that effort: it is an effort
to cultivate a new “ethos.”
In Connolly’s view, this cultivation does not call for defending any particular “general concept of the person,” thin or thick. It calls rather for a kind of practice: a practice of
the “politics of becoming” by which, through responsiveness and generosity, one works to
secure recognition of the full personhood of members of the many disenfranchised constituencies in our societies by “reconfigur[ing] … the cultural constellation of identity/difference” and shifting “established” institutional matrices. A major part of this task, I have also
suggested, should be to articulate our “unconscious encoding of personhood” in a conscious and explicit way, and thus become able to take it in a new and more just direction.
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The broad shape of the response I will develop in these pages can be expressed by
bringing together features of both Larmore’s and Connolly’s accounts. In a phrase, my aim
will be to explore and describe, by drawing on materials connected with the broad movement of personalism and specifically what I will call the personalist idea, an ethos of respect for persons. This follows both Larmore and Connolly in affirming that the principles
of our liberal democratic societies have a moral basis, and that no single “general concept
of the person” or “philosophy of man” can on its own ensure that this moral basis is recognized. From Larmore, it draws a conviction that the concept of the person and principle of
respect for persons is an essential part of this moral basis, as well as an awareness that this
principle is under threat. From Connolly, it draws an emphasis on practice and what he
calls the politics of becoming: a conviction, that is, that the effort to promote a more widespread commitment to the principle of respect for persons, and to reconfigure cultural constellations in such a way that more members of our societies are meaningfully accorded
full personhood, is a practical endeavor, calling for a practical engagement with the whole
range of “fungible cultural dispositions and conventions.”
In chapter two, we will examine some key moments in the history of the broad yet
distinct movement that is the concern of this study, personalism, and in that light develop
an account of what I will call the personalist idea. This idea, I will argue, can play a unique
role in the effort to articulate and realize the ethos of respect for persons I have pointed to
here.
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CHAPTER TWO:
THE PERSONALIST IDEA

In the previous chapter, I identified a challenge I believe we face in the political
culture of our liberal democracies today. For although the concept of the person plays an
essential role in many of our defining institutions, there is increasing suspicion about the
very idea of ourselves as persons. This suspicion, I have suggested, may dissuade us from
seriously engaging with one another to articulate what we mean in speaking of ourselves
as persons and may even weaken our sense of the legitimacy of the institutions in which
the concept plays such a key role. I have also indicated the broad shape of my own response
to this challenge in conversation with the work of Charles Larmore and William Connolly:
that we work to cultivate what I have called an “ethos of respect for persons.” I have so far
said little about the specific features of this ethos or how it might be developed and sustained. To do so will be part of my task in this chapter.
The chapter consists of two parts. In the first, I explore the history of what I have
called the broad yet distinct movement of personalism. Then, in the second, I offer an account of what I call “the personalist idea,” focusing on three of what I will argue are its
defining features. This “idea,” I believe, can be seen to emerge from the history of personalism as I present it here.
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As we begin, the obvious question presents itself: what is personalism?52 I have
offered some indication of this already in the introduction, but more needs to be said. To
answer this question, we can begin by identifying some broad features of views that have
been called “personalist” that are fairly uncontroversial. “Personalism,” we can say, is a
term that has been used to designate a broad range of positions in philosophy, theology,
and social thought, from the late-eighteenth century to the present that emphasize either
the “person,” “personality,” or in various ways the “personal” dimension of human life. It
has been especially prominent in Christian thought, but not exclusively a Christian view.
Personalists often oppose intellectual or political approaches that privilege what are regarded as “impersonal” structures, systems, processes, or mechanisms, as well as rationalism and materialism. Personalists generally hold that there is something irreducible in the
value or character of human beings as persons. In the twentieth century, this was often
connected with the notion of dignity or, in Christian forms, of the human person as being
“made in the image and likeness of God” (Gen 1:27). Personalists have also often held that
“impersonal” ways of conceiving of ourselves and our societies threaten to reduce the personal dimension of our lives to impersonal terms, and thus render us inarticulate about
essential dimensions of our experience and character.
But identifying these broad features gets us only so far toward answering our question. A more historical approach is needed. Considering the period from roughly the 1790s
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to the present, we find that various positions called “personalism” have achieved a degree
of movement consciousness in a variety of contexts, often in polemical contest with other
views. Here we face a question of interpretation: to what extent can or should all of these
views be regarded as constituting a single movement? I have referred to personalism so far
in this study as a “broad yet distinct” movement, and I have used this phrasing advisedly.
For it will be my aim here to navigate between two interpretive poles, neither of which on
its own, I think, can offer an adequate understanding of personalism.
At one pole, personalism might be regarded as quite broad: a general attitude or
tonality of thought that insists on the value of the individual person. Walt Whitman seems
to have used the term in this way. In May of 1868, he published an essay entitled “Personalism.” There, he speaks of two “principles” at work together in “these grand cosmic politics of ours”: the first is democracy, “the leveller, the unyielding first principle of the average”; the second, “Individuality, the pride and centripetal isolation of the human being in
himself,— Identity — Personalism.”53 He continues: “Whatever the name, its acceptance
and thorough infusion through the organizations of political commonalty … are of utmost
importance, as the principle itself is needed for very life's sake.”54 Here Whitman clearly
does not mean to align himself with anything like a personalist “movement” and is not even
insisting on the term “personalism,” though he takes it for his title. We can just as well
speak of individuality, identity, or personalism, he suggests, and still grasp the meaning of
his second principle. This is a perfectly legitimate use of the term “personalism,” but it is
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not the sense in which I wish to speak of it here, even if the commonalities between Whitman’s view and the materials I will focus on are suggestive and call for further study.
At the other pole, personalism might be regarded as quite distinct: a coherent and
consistently self-conscious movement, originating in the 1790s and continuing in various
forms up to the present day. This is a strong claim. To demonstrate it would require a deep
and extensive project in the history of ideas that is different from my own project here. The
“philosophy” of personalism would need to be rigorously articulated, and its development
traced and assessed in the work of a great many figures. Clear lines of influence would
need to be uncovered and interpreted. Now to be clear, I do believe there would be great
value in such a study. For even though it seems clear that personalism has not been so
coherent or consistently self-conscious a movement as stronger varieties of this interpretation would have it, I do believe, and will maintain here, that it does exhibit a certain coherence as a “broad yet distinct” movement.
My own approach, as I have said, will be to navigate between these poles. I will do
so in two respects: descriptively and constructively. Descriptively, in the first part of this
chapter, I offer a brief survey of the most prominent forms that personalism has taken in
the period from the 1790s to the present, drawing on the work of several authors who have
in recent years worked to reconstruct this history. Here my aim will be to suggest a kind of
family resemblance among these forms, which are undoubtedly quite different in their particulars, and indicate the broad shape that I believe a more extensive history of personalism
would have to take. I will thus claim that personalism amounts to something more than a
general attitude or tonality of thought, and something less, or other, than a coherent and
consistently self-conscious movement. In the second part of the chapter, constructively, I
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develop an account of the personalist idea, which I will claim, as indicated, can be seen to
emerge from the history of personalism. In focusing on this idea, I point to a certain almost
impressionistic coherence cutting across the various forms of personalism I consider, yet
do not claim that this coherence consists of any very specific claims held in common by all
who have called themselves personalists.
My claims in the first and second parts of the chapter are detachable, as I see it.
Whether or not one agrees that personalism can or should be described as a broad yet distinct movement, one can assess independently the constructive value of the personalist idea
as I will present it. Our purpose in this study as a whole is not, again, to provide a deep and
extensive history of personalism — that task remains to be done — but only to marshall
what portions of that history are relevant for grasping the significance of the personalist
idea and indicate the broad shape that a more thorough reconstruction of it would likely
have to take. Following this, in the chapters to come, I explore the development of the
personalist idea in three particular contexts, both in order to fill out the rather schematic
account I will offer of it in this chapter, and to determine how it might inform the constructive project of developing and sustaining an ethos of respect for persons.

A History of Personalism
Personalism is today most often associated with Catholic thought and especially
Catholic social teaching. A notion of the human person, and sometimes the “whole human
person,” has played an important role in Catholic engagements in public debates over at
least the past eighty years. There are specific historical reasons for this, as we will see. Yet
personalism has not in all cases been a Catholic view: some of its earliest and most influ-
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ential representatives were Protestant, and figures in the Orthodox tradition have made essential contributions to its development as well. In addition to these Christian contributions,
secular voices have played a key role in the development of personalism, especially in the
“counterculture” of the 1960s.
What emerges from surveying the history of personalism, I will claim, is a picture
of a broad and ecumenical movement that has, in recent decades especially, developed in
ways that cut across familiar distinctions between religion and the secular and led to a range
of developments influenced by personalist ideas but not explicitly identified with personalism. In certain ways, it has infused liberal democratic culture in the West, though in such
a way as to be forgotten as a broad yet distinct movement, as I have claimed it to be. This
breadth and today, I will claim, anonymous pervasiveness of personalism, makes it available as a rich fund of materials useful in furthering our own constructive purpose here: to
better understand what is meant by an ethos of respect for persons and how such an ethos
might be developed and sustained.

a. Early Forms of Personalism
The term “personalism” was first used to characterize the position of author and
critic Friedrich Jacobi in the so-called “Pantheism Controversy” in Germany in the 1790s.55
At issue was the adequacy and consequences of what one commentator has called a certain
“analytical-geometrical model of rationality popular among [Jacobi’s] contemporaries,”56
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linked to the newly-popular pantheism of Baruch Spinoza. Against this model of rationality, Jacobi maintained that reason operates under “conditions”57 that no formal, purely rational account can express. As Jan Olaf Bengtsson makes this point in his trailblazing history of the “worldview” of personalism in the nineteenth century, Jacobi maintained that
every rational system of thought relies upon a kind of “higher, immediate, intuitive insight
… requiring a supra-rational leap of faith which he called a salto mortale.”58 To deny the
role of this leap of faith, which can only be undertaken by each individual person on her
own, would lead, Jacobi thought, to “nihilism,” a term he was among the first popularize
as a designation for a kind of speculation that spins webs of ideas that lack a relation to the
real “conditions” under which it operates.59 Jacobi pointed to the French Revolution as the
chief analog of this in the political life of his time, and to its destructive consequences as
the chief indication of its potentially violent consequences.60
Writing just after the Pantheism Controversy, in 1799, Friedrich Schleiermacher
refers to personalism and pantheism as “different ways of simultaneously conceptualizing
the universe.”61 They are not “thoroughly defined and closed wholes,” he says, and not, in
his own sense, “determinate religions,” consisting of a particular set of doctrines. They are,
rather, broad ways of intuiting the overall shape and character of the universe. “Each,” he
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says, “is merely a type within whose realm many actual individuals [i.e. particular doctrines] have developed and still more will develop.”62 In this sense, I would propose here
that Jacobi’s view can be regarded as one among many possible views within the purview
of what Schleiermacher calls personalism, understood as a “way of simultaneously conceptualizing the universe.” Though more can and would need to be said about Jacobi’s
view in a fuller history of personalism, it is only his contribution to inaugurating personalism in this broad sense that I wish to emphasize here.
A second figure who contributed much to the development of personalism in the
nineteenth century is the philosopher Friedrich Schelling. Though Schelling opposed Jacobi’s views early in his career, his views later changed. Previously he had looked with
confidence to reason as a means to know reality, yet he came to deny, like Jacobi, the selfsufficiency of reason.63 He developed this view in what he called his positive philosophy.
As Warren Breckman writes, Schelling came to see in German idealism “the emblematic
inability of all ‘purely rational systems’ to include the empirical, the existent, the real,”64
or, in short, to account for why there is a real-existing world at all. To find a way to think
these latter, supra-rational elements, and account for the facticity of the world, Schelling
made a radical proposal: what is called logical necessity, he maintained, is “in its deeper
truth,” as Breckman puts it, “the result of God’s will, which is unbound by any law.”65 In
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his positive philosophy, then, Schelling argued for a kind of divine voluntarism, according
to which the personal will or decision of God is prior to reason.
Schelling’s positive philosophy was a major source of a politically conservative
view that came to be known as “Christian personalism.”66 As Breckman writes, “[c]ommitted to the primacy of the person as a separate, discrete spiritual being, the Christian
personalism of the early nineteenth century rejected all attempts to reduce the human being
to an immanent order of society, politics, or history.”67 According to Breckman, this conservative personalism’s emphasis on the primacy of the person, and its consequence of
justifying the personal authority of the members of the ruling class, did much to motivate
Marx and other young Hegelians to develop a new form of social theory in which structural
and historical factors, not persons, played the leading role.68
A later contributor to this Christian personalism was the philosopher Hermann
Lotze.69 Two elements of his work would have an especially lasting effect on personalism.
First, Lotze distinguished between two ways of conceiving of reality: as a realm of facts,
consisting of states of affairs unfolding in strict accordance with the laws of mechanics,
and as a realm of values or validity, in which certain truths, for example mathematical
propositions, are true (if they are) independently of whether any real-existing person knows
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them to be true.70 He is thus generally credited with having developed the distinction between fact and value in the form we have it today.
Lotze’s second main contribution to personalism concerns how he presented the
relation between these realms, which he emphasized should not be regarded as dichotomous. He described their relation in the context of what Beiser calls his “new metaphysics,”
in which he sought to chart a middle way between the empirical sciences on the one hand,
and morality, religion, and aesthetics on the other.71 While mechanism is limitless in its
application to the realm of facts, he held, it has no part in the realm of values. This realm
of values, consequently, is the space of freedom. As William Woodward writes,

Lotze joined human freedom with scientific determinism … Individual feeling,
knowing, and acting — the indeterminist component — came together in a theological metaphor of “Creative Love.”72
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This claim especially would have an effect on later personalist thought. For although reality
might appear as a mechanistic realm of facts, it also appears as a realm of values. By adhering to these values we can achieve some measure of freedom from mechanism and the
dignity proper to persons, as distinct from the “things” we are in the realm of facts. But
again, there is meant to be no dichotomy here: for in Lotze’s view, bringing together mechanism and freedom in this way amounted not to a rejection of one realm in favor of the
other, but, again, to a joining of the two in the context of the practice of what he calls
“Creative Love.”
The stark differences between Jacobi’s, Schelling’s, and Lotze’s views will be sufficiently evident even from this brief account, and again I do not mean to claim that all
three subscribed to a single, coherent philosophy called “personalism.” All three do, however, exhibit certain similarities, most notably a concern for the distinction between something like structure or mechanism, on the one hand, and a dimension of reality or of our
experience or identity as persons that exceeds structure, on the other. In Jacobi, we find
this expressed in terms of reason and a leap of faith; in Schelling, in terms of reason and
the will of God, in Lotze, in terms of the realm of facts and the realm of values. These
themes echo throughout the twentieth century history of personalism.
In the twentieth century, personalism developed in two distinct directions, both
traceable in different ways to the work of Lotze: namely personalist idealism and personalist realism. Whereas the former was represented mainly by a single school of thought in
the United States, the latter developed into two main branches in Germany, France, and
eventually throughout Europe and North America. In the following I trace the main lines
of these developments.
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b. Personalist Idealism
Personalist idealism in the United States was developed as a self-conscious school
of thought at Boston University by a former student of Lotze, the philosopher and Methodist pastor Borden Parker Bowne. As Woodward writes, “Bowne’s writings closely parallel Lotze’s, without the natural scientific interests.”73 Bowne, being far more invested in
the language of theology than Lotze had been, emphasized that only the person, understood
as a “soul,” could straddle the realms of fact and value.74 He defended this idealist claim
in a constant polemical contest with the many forms of materialism in his day, notably the
evolutionary ideas of Herbert Spencer.75 Bowne presented the fullest statement of his views
at the very end of his career in his Personalism of 1908.76 Due to its having originated in
Boston, this school came to be known as “Boston Personalism,” though some of its main
representatives were later based in California. Over at least four generations, numerous
philosophers, theologians, and ethicists developed Boston Personalism into a sophisticated
position on the terrain of American ideas, and the school still claims adherents today.77

73

Woodward 2015, p. 426.

74

On Bowne, see Rufus Burrow, Jr.’s Personalism: A Critical Introduction (Burrow 1999), pp. 134-56; see
also Ralph Tyler Flewelling’s 1915 Personalism and the Problems of Philosophy (Flewelling 1915), which
is perhaps the most extensive early engagement with Bowne’s personalism. See especially Rudolf Eucken’s
introduction to Flewelling’s volume (pp. 17-31) and the final chapter, “Bowne’s Personalism and the Problems of Life” (pp. 183-96).
75

On Bowne’s relation to Spencer, see Flewelling 1915, pp. 59-72.

76

See Bowne 1908, and especially the final two chapters: “The Failure of Impersonalism” (pp. 217-67) and
“The Personal World” (pp. 268-326).
77

For a thorough account of the development of Boston Personalism up to the mid-1980s, see Deats and
Robb’s The Boston Personalist Tradition in Philosophy, Social Ethics, and Theology (Deats and Robb 1986).
For a more recent treatment, see Burrow 1999.
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Though not every author connected to Boston Personalism actively staked out positions on social and political issues, two did: the social ethicist Walter Muelder, whom
Gary Dorrien credits with having “socialized” personalist ethics in the 1930s and ‘40s,78
and Martin Luther King, Jr., who studied under Muelder and other representatives of Boston Personalism as a student at Boston University in the 1950s.79 More than a decade later,
in his autobiography, King could write of his studies there:
This personal idealism remains today my basic philosophical position. Personalism's insistence that only personality – finite and infinite – is ultimately real
strengthened me in two convictions: it gave me metaphysical and philosophical
grounding for the idea of a personal God, and it gave me a metaphysical basis for
the dignity and worth of all human personality.80

c. Personalist Realism
While personalist idealism was developing in the United States, a broad family of
views one can call “personalist realism” was developing in Europe. Whereas Bowne and
his successors in Boston affirmed the ideal character of the person as a soul, and thus faced
difficult questions about the relation between the mind/soul and the body, as well as the
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significance of history, personalist realists have tended to place a strong emphasis on embodiment, affect, and the self-constituting significance of one’s engagement with the circumstances of one’s time.
As noted above, personalist realism can also be traced to Lotze’s work, though in a
less direct way. According to Johan de Tavernier, a Leuven theologian who has written on
the history of personalism, another student of Lotze’s and friend of Bowne, the ethicist and
Nobel prize-winning philosopher Rudolf Eucken, did much to influence the work of perhaps his own most famous student, the sometime-Catholic philosophical anthropologist
Max Scheler, who also studied with Edmund Husserl and developed his own, novel variety
of phenomenology.81 It was through Scheler’s work, and specifically his Formalism in
Ethics and a Non-Formal Ethics of Values of 1916, where he develops a position he calls
“ethical personalism,”82 that personalist ideas first made their way into mainstream Catholic conversations.
In Formalism, Scheler maintains that our experience is always already value-laden.
When we perceive any object, we perceive or grasp not only its physical characteristics but
also its value. The values we perceive compose an “order of values,” he maintains, which
is objective in much the way Lotze thought the realm of values to be objective.83 We are
able to know this order of values, or more to the point we can feel it: for Scheler locates
our perception of values, both aesthetic and ethical, in the realm of feeling and emotion,
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not reason. Thus he speaks of the act of valuing as an act of the “heart,” and of the order
of values as the “ordo amoris,” here echoing Augustine.84
Scheler develops his ethical personalism in a constant critical dialogue with Kant.
This is significant for our purposes in two main respects. First, although Scheler affirms
with Kant that ethics concerns imperatives, and is thus an a priori discipline (contra utilitarianism and eudaemonism), he understands this ethical a priori differently. For whereas
Kant held that the only truly ethical imperative is the “categorical imperative,” which formally stated is binding upon and justifiable to all rational agents, Scheler’s concern is instead what he calls the “material a priori”: a particular ethical imperative we perceive in
our particular experiences of things and persons in the material world.85 Against Kant’s
ethical “formalism,” then, which can tell me what one ought to do in circumstances such
as my own, in a universal way, Scheler proposes a “non-formal ethics of values,” ethical
personalism, which aims to tell me what it is good for me to do in the context of the particular relationships and circumstances in which I find myself.86
A second significant element of Scheler’s engagement with Kant for our purposes
concerns his concept of the person itself. For Kant, a person is such by virtue of her capacity

84

On this see Scheler’s essay “Ordo Amoris” (Scheler 1973b, pp. 98-135). On p. 100, Scheler writes: “Whoever has the ordo amoris of a man has the man himself. He has for the man as a moral subject what the
crystallization formula is for a crystal. He sees through him as far as one possibly can. He sees before him
the constantly simple and basic lines of his heart running beneath all his empirical many-sidedness and complexity. And heart deserves to be called the core of man as a spiritual being much more than knowing and
willing do.”
85

On this see Davis and Steinbock 2014, especially section three, “Value Personalism.”

86

See for example Formalism (Scheler 1973a), pp. 209-10: “a proposition of the ought can never contradict
the insight into what is positively good, nor can such insight be subordinated to such a proposition. If, for
instance, I know what is good for me, I care not at all about what ‘I ought to do.’ For the ought presupposes
my knowing what is good. And if I immediately and fully know what is good, such feeling-knowing immediately determines my willing without my having to go through an ‘I-ought-to.’”

62

for reason, while for Scheler, a person is such by virtue of her capacity to perceive or feel
the order of values.87 Given Kant’s insistence on the ethical priority of reason over feeling,
Scheler’s inversion of this is striking. But the difference runs deeper: for whereas Kant
aims to account for personal identity by reference to a person’s mental states, on which
basis he attempts to deduce what he calls the transcendental unity of apperception, Scheler
aims to account for personal identity by reference to a person’s acts. A person, he says, is
a concrete unity of acts.88 We do not deduce our identity, then; we perceive it. Hence the
“realism” of his ethical personalism. As in our perception of values, we “grasp” ourselves
and others as persons in an act of the “heart,” and indeed, he thinks, we can perceive other
persons in their particularity – and thus perceive who they are, not just what – only through
acts of love.89
After Scheler, personalist realism developed into two main forms: Thomistic personalism, which came to be closely associated with official Catholic teaching, and personalist communitarianism, developed mostly by laypeople. It is in these two forms that personalism is best known today.
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Thomistic Personalism
Thomistic personalism90 refers, in short, to the effort to join the philosophy of personalism, as a form of existential phenomenology, with the thought of Thomas Aquinas. It
is a project much concerned with achieving theoretical coherence and consistency. The
philosopher Peter Kreeft has recently stated the animating question of Thomistic personalism pithily: what happens when you join a “premodern, objective and metaphysical philosophy” like Thomism with a “modern, subjective, and phenomenological” one like personalism?91 Can the two be held together? Is it even desirable? Or are they irreconcilable?
In the context of Catholicism over the past century, this has not been a merely academic question. For Thomism has served as something like an official philosophy of the
church since at least the time of Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical Aeterni Patris in 1879, which
called for a revival of the study of Thomism as a means of more effectively engaging the
modern world. In the middle decades of the twentieth century, however, notably in certain
documents of Vatican II, this concern with Thomism was to some extent eclipsed by a new
central concern with “the dignity of the human person,” this being a sign of the pervasive
influence of personalist ideas on Catholic thought at the time.92 In many ways today, Cath-
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olic thought is split between the language of Thomism, especially in the continued emphasis in some quarters on natural law, and the language of personalism, in the church’s bythis-point characteristic concern with “the human person.”
The most influential contributor to the effort to overcome this split, and in a sense
the inaugurator of the effort itself, was the Polish priest and philosopher Karol Wojtyła,
elected as Pope John Paul II in 1979.93 As a student, Wojtyła wrote his doctoral thesis on
the theme of love in St. John of the Cross, then chose to examine Scheler’s work in his
habilitation. This he completed in 1953 under the title Evaluation of the Possibility of Constructing a Christian Ethics on the Assumptions of Max Scheler’s System of Philosophy.
He concluded, in short, that constructing a Christian ethics based on the assumptions of
Scheler’s philosophy is not possible.94
The main reason for this, he claimed, is that Scheler fails to overcome the modern
tendency, as Wojtyła and other Catholic thinkers saw it at the time, to collapse the real and
objective (being) into the ideal and subjective (thought). Kant was held to be the main
representative of this, and the fact that Scheler departs in many ways from Kant might
suggest that his work could serve as a basis from which to challenge Kant’s idealism. Yet
the fact that Scheler challenged Kant in the context of phenomenology, Wojtyła held,
where the concern is not reality as such but reality in its appearance to us as an intentional
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object of consciousness, prevented Scheler from overcoming Kant’s idealism and affirming the priority of being over thought: “The whole difficulty is the result of the phenomenological premises of the system,” he wrote, “and we must assign the blame to these principles.”95
The effort to bring together what was true in the modern turn to the subject, while
avoiding the slide into idealism, which he judged Scheler’s system to be incapable of doing,
occupied Wojtyła throughout his philosophical career. In 1960, he published his first monograph, Love and Responsibility, which offers a defense of traditional Christian sexual ethics drawing from both Thomism and personalism.96 In 1961, this was followed by an essay,
“Thomistic Personalism,” in which he articulates his broad philosophical project.97
Wojtyła’s most sustained effort to join these traditions was in his work of 1969, translated
ten years later as The Acting Person.98 Examining this major work is a task for another
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context: the questions raised by the work itself, and also by the history of its translation
into English, are many and substantial, and others have written well about them.99 Suffice
it to say for our purposes that the work was generally not held to achieve its aim, leading
Wojtyła, during his time as pope, to seek other means of affirming the modern turn to the
subject while denying idealism.
As pope, Wojtyła immediately took up the themes of his earlier works — sexual
ethics and the acting person — in a series of talks he delivered during his weekly General
Audiences in his first several years as pope. These were collected and published under the
title Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the Body.100 This “theology of the
body,” in turn, became a centerpiece of the so-called “new evangelization,” and was often
linked to the effort to promote what was called a “culture of life” against a “culture of
death.” By adopting these new theological and rhetorical approaches, and thus working to
build a culture (rather than a philosophy) in which the being of the embodied person was
affirmed over every abstract system of thought, it seems that John Paul II, as pope, was
able to accomplish to some degree what had eluded Karol Wojtyła the philosopher.101
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Personalist Communitarianism
Personalist communitarianism emerged as a movement in France in the 1930s, and
of all the forms of personalism noted so far it is the one most closely connected with the
personalist idea, as I develop that notion in the second part of this chapter. The contexts of
the development of that idea I examine in chapters three through five are all likewise
closely connected with this form of personalism. I would here say just a bit about its emergence and distinguishing features relative to the other forms of personalism considered so
far, pending the closer study to follow, especially in chapter three.
The leading figure in personalist communitarianism was the author and activist
Emmanuel Mounier, whose journal, Esprit, founded in 1932, was for many years the primary platform for expression of the movement’s ideas. Mounier sought to develop his personalism (as he called it, for short) as an active movement, including a range of local chapter and working groups throughout France and Belgium, committed to developing a social
and political vision situated between the reigning ideologies of the day: individualism and
collectivism. Both were “systems,” Mounier held, that failed to accord due primacy to the
person, understood as an embodied being constituted as a person by her relationships and
engagements with others. Mounier sought to oppose all such systems, and thus challenge
what he called the “established disorder”102 of the day. In this way he became a leading
figure among what have been called the “non-conformists” in the politically turbulent
France of the 1930s.103
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Like Thomistic personalism, the immediate source of personalist communitarianism was the work of Max Scheler. Two former students of Scheler, the German Jewish
philosopher Paul-Ludwig Landsberg104 and Russian Jewish activist Alexandre Marc,105
moved to Paris and worked closely with Mounier and other Catholic intellectuals connected with the movement, notably the Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain and the philosopher-playwright Gabriel Marcel. Perhaps the greatest influence on the early development of Mounier’s personalism, however, was the Russian philosopher Nicolas Berdyaev.
Having been exiled from Russia following the Revolution due his Christian commitments,
Berdyaev set forth his vision for a new society in a work of 1924, The End of Our Time,
about which we will have more to say in the next chapter.106 Berdyaev did much to shape
the development of personalist communitarianism by infusing it with ideas drawn from
Russian Orthodox theology and the Russian intellectual tradition, most notably from Vladimir Solovyev and Fyodor Dostoevsky.107 Whereas Thomistic personalism has sought to
join Scheler’s personalism with Thomism, then, one can say that personalist communitarianism has joined it with ideas drawn from Russian Orthodox theology and the Russian
intellectual tradition. This is a main differentiating factor with respect to these two forms
of personalism.
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Personalist communitarianism, and specifically Mounier’s suspicion that any political and economic “system” would fail to accord due primacy to the person, was a major
influence on many associated with the “Catholic Left” in the middle decades of the twentieth century. This was so especially in Poland and in North America. In Poland, Mounier’s
post-war efforts to engage in dialogue with Marxism — and thus render Marxism more
cognizant of the place of the person in society — endeared him to many there looking for
a way to challenge the communist regime by other means than defending Western capitalism and individualism.108 In North America, one recent study has shown the effect of antiinstitutional personalist ideas on the so-called “Quiet Revolution” in Quebec, where over
a period of just a few decades, between the 1960s and 1990s, participation in formerly
dominant Catholic institutions plummeted.109 Not only the philosopher Charles Taylor, a
native Quebecer whose work and relation to Mounier we consider in chapter five, but also
Pierre Trudeau, later Canada’s prime minister, were both in their early years keenly interested in Mounier’s personalism.110
Also in North America, personalist communitarianism was a major influence on
the Catholic Worker movement, established by Peter Maurin and Dorothy Day in New
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York City in 1932. The movement, still active today, is essentially a monthly paper, The
Catholic Worker, linked with a network of what are called Houses of Hospitality in urban
areas, where meals are served and other services provided. Those who operate these houses
also reside in them, this being a main distinguishing feature of the movement’s work relative to that of other charitable organizations. We examine the Catholic Worker movement
in detail in chapter four. Here it will suffice just to point out its link with personalist communitarianism: for it was Peter Maurin who arranged for the translation of Mounier’s Manifeste au service du personnalisme (1936) into English as A Personalist Manifesto (1938),
this being the first English translation of any of his works, and even still in the 1970s,
Dorothy Day, when asked to describe the mission of the Catholic Worker movement, could
say that its aim had always been to practice “the personalist and communitarian revolution
of Mounier and Berdyaev.”111
Personalist communitarianism has also had an influence on what is generally
thought of as secular culture in at least two respects. One is through the role played by
Jacques Maritain, especially, in developing the discourse of human rights in the years during and immediately following the Second World War. The historian Samuel Moyn has
recently published a study of the influence of Maritain and of personalism generally on the
history of human rights, his Christian Human Rights of 2015. Contrary to the common
supposition that this discourse emerged from a reinvigoration of the “rights of man and the
citizen” that animated the French Revolution, Moyn argues that it emerged rather out of an
originally conservative affirmation of the “human person” that was expressly distinct from
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a notion of the liberal individual as a bearer of rights.112 The relation between Moyn’s
claims and my own account of the personalist idea, presented in the latter part of this chapter, is a promising theme for further study.
Second, several authors have emphasized the extent to which personalism helped
to shape the “counterculture” of the 1960s and early ‘70s, both in the form of personalist
idealism through the influence of Martin Luther King, Jr., and through the revolutionary,
anti-institutional mentality of many connected with personalist communitarianism, especially Maritain and Mounier. The major example of this is James J. Farrell’s The Spirit of
the Sixties: The Making of Postwar Radicalism (1997), which includes studies of a wide
range of what may seem to be disparate social movements in the 1960s, interpreting them
as so many instantiations of what Farrell calls “political personalism.” His initial statement
of this claim is helpful and suggestive:

Political personalism was an eclectic integration of radical traditions in American
history. The personalism of the 1960s was a combination of Catholic social thought,
communitarian anarchism, radical pacifism, and humanistic psychology. It was a
way of looking at, and looking out for, the world. Too unorganized to be a philosophy or an ideology, political personalism was more a creed than a catechism, more
a perspective than a particular position.113

It is notable how closely our own proposed interpretation of personalism accords with Farrell’s statement here: that it is “a way of looking at, and looking out for, the world” and
“more a perspective than a particular position.” Although Farrell does note the influence
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of both personalist realism (through the work of Mounier, Maritain and others) and personalist idealism (through the work of King), he does not explore these specific lines of influence in detail, focusing rather on the broad climate of thought and practices these figures
produced.114 More could be done of the basis of Farrell’s study to explore these specific
lines of influence and their implications.

d. Conclusion
I have offered this sketch of the history of personalism in an effort to substantiate
my claim that personalism amounts to something more than a general attitude or tonality
of thought, and something less, or other, than a coherent and consistently self-conscious
movement. I have spoken of a family resemblance shared among the many forms of personalism and personalist-influenced views here considered: shared among Jacobi, the later
Schelling, and Lotze, that is, as well as Bowne, Muelder and King; Scheler and Wojtyła;
Berdyaev, Maritain, and Mounier; Maurin and Day. It is again not my claim that all of these
very different figures had “the same philosophy,” that all of them identified as personalists
in the same sense, or even that they would have agreed on many points of philosophical
substance.
It is rather my claim that all of them contributed, in different ways, to the unfolding
and emergence of what I am calling “the personalist idea,” of which I develop an account
in what remains of this chapter. The view I am proposing is akin to Jan Olaf Bengtsson’s
concluding assessment of the nineteenth century forms of personalism to which he devotes
his own study: that these views together amount to a “distinctive, alternative modernity”
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and a kind of “creative traditionalism”: a different way of being modern, that is, and of
negotiating the challenges of remaining faithful to a tradition in our contemporary world.115
My own account here differs from Bengtsson’s, of course, in that it focuses primary on
materials from the twentieth century and is incomparably briefer and less engaged with the
particular features of the views of the authors I have considered. Bengtsson’s primarily
historical study is simply a different kind of work from my own. Nonetheless, without
supposing that Bengtsson himself would agree with the assessment, I would suggest here
that not only the nineteenth century materials on which he focuses but also the twentieth
century materials considered here can be seen as amounting to a “distinctive, alternative
modernity” and a kind of “creative traditionalism.” What I call the personalist idea, I will
claim, indicates a way of inhabiting this alternative space.

The Personalist Idea
In this second part of the chapter, I propose to give a name to the family resemblance I have suggested is apparent in the materials I have considered: “the personalist
idea.” I borrow this term from the Marquette historian William D. Miller, who proposes it
in his 1973 study of the Catholic Worker movement as a designation for the motivation of
that movement as well as of the forms of personalism that inspired it: in Berdyaev, Maritain, and Mounier. Miller himself seems not to be the originator of this notion of the personalist idea: Mounier refers to it, in passing, in a text written in 1940, “Personnalisme
Catholique,” which we will examine in detail in the next chapter. The exact provenance of
the term is not essential to our constructive intentions with respect to it, however, and I will
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here focus on Miller’s account of it, as it is the most comprehensive by far I have been able
to find.
In light of the history of personalism I have sketched, I will claim, in examining
Miller’s account, that the application of this idea is broader than he suggests. When extended in two ways I will indicate, I argue, it can function as a term of art to express a
constellation of intuitions and commitments that have marked and motivated not only the
Catholic Worker movement and thinkers connected with personalist communitarianism,
but also, in varying ways, the other forms of personalism we have considered.
As stated above, I will argue that this idea can be seen to “emerge” from the history
of personalism. What is “emergence” here? I regard this language as having two implications: both that what I call the personalist idea is intimately related to the views called
“personalism” I have considered, and also that it is in a way detachable from these views;
it has emerged from them. We are thus free to consider it on its own terms and assess it on
its merits. Not every author considered above would subscribe to every feature of the personalist idea as I will describe it, and my account of it is not intended as a kind of synoptic
or summary expression of their views. Rather, I both proceed from the work of the authors
considered, but also reach beyond it. In developing an account of the personalist idea, therefore, my aim is to articulate, and so make more readily available for constructive purposes,
a constellation of basic intuitions and commitments that can be seen to emerge from the
views considered above. In this way, I believe, we will be in a better position to achieve
the specific constructive aim of this study: to better understand what it would mean to
develop and sustain an ethos of respect for persons in response to the challenge I have
claimed we face in our liberal democratic political culture today.
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I proceed in three stages, focusing in turn on each of three features of the personalist
idea that I will claim are definitive of it. First, I consider Miller’s account of this idea and
especially his description of one of its main features: its emphasis on the practice of “active
love.” Then, I propose two extensions of Miller’s account: (2) that the personalist idea
affirms a certain way of seeing the world, as being composed of persons and personal relations rather than primarily things; and (3) that it affirms a certain mode of encounter with
other persons, which can be best understood in terms of its conception of time. In developing these two extensions, I draw on the recent work of two authors which, I believe, helps
to make clear the meaning and implications of each: namely the work of Roger Scruton, in
connection with the notion of a way of seeing, and of Richard Kearney, in connected with
the notion of a mode of encounter.

a. Active Love
William Miller’s study of the Catholic Worker movement, A Harsh and Dreadful
Love, was published in 1973. It remains today one of the best scholarly accounts of the
movement. Miller had attended discussion meetings at the Worker house in Memphis in
the early 1950s and since that time been a regular reader of the Catholic Worker paper.
Based on this exposure, he says, and from his perspective at the time as a “liberal Catholic,”
he initially formed a positive impression of the movement due to its being, he thought,
“very liberal.”116 Yet as he began to study it, combing through its archives of letters, papers,
and documents, his view began to change. As he writes:
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[I]n studying the Worker movement — not dwelling always on the surface of its
life, but trying to grasp its central idea, especially Peter Maurin’s idea — it was not
only clear that there was no blood bond between the Worker idea and liberalism,
but that the two positions were antithetical. The Worker idea is total; it subsumes
all, and liberal Catholicism (or liberal anything) is something that flows in and out
of the currents of time.117

Given the relation between the Worker movement and Mounier, an opponent of liberal
individualism as much as communism, this “antithesis” between the Worker idea and liberalism is not surprising. What is curious, however, is what Miller says here about time:
liberalism “flows in and out of the currents of time,” he says, while the Worker idea is
“total,” suggesting a different relation to time. The point is essential to Miller’s account of
the personalist idea. Let us explore it.
Miller proposes a relation between liberalism, time, and progress. For much of the
modern period, he writes, there was an “almost a religious connection” between time and
progress: time was “the heartbeat of progress.” By channeling the “flow of time” into a
variety of “institutional forms” within the context of the nation-state — which became “the
primary source of community” — liberalism sought to order time’s flow and bend it toward
the end of progress.118 This was a “harmonious vision,” he says: “Time moved with a regular cadence, governed by a moral order.” But at the time of writing, in 1973, he could say
that “now all this has gone.” Events of the twentieth century, not least at Auschwitz, had
broken people’s faith in progress, liberal institutions, and the modern moral order.119
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New forms of reaction against liberalism emerged in the 1960s. The example highlighted is Herbert Marcuse’s vision of what Miller calls “a new age of sense.”120 Rather
than relying on institutional forms and the nation-state to order and solidify communities,
as liberalism had done, and thus seek to manage and channel the flow of time, Marcuse
called for a new, liberated form of existence in the present, one that broke with old notions
of time and progress and their relationship and looked rather to aesthetics — “the sensuous,
the playful, the calm, and the beautiful” — as the source of order and solidity. Time, in this
way, and all the ugliness and regret of decades past, could be set aside. One could live fully
in the present moment.121
Miller develops his account of the personalist idea of the Worker movement by
emphasizing the contrast between it and Marcuse’s vision. For while Marcuse is said to
have called for a new age of sense, the Catholic Worker is said to call for a new “life of
spirit.” Both therefore call for a new “form” of existence, distinct from and opposed to the
institutional forms of liberalism; both are suspicious of efforts to manage or channel the
flow of time and bend it toward the end of progress. Yet while the new form of Marcuse’s
age of sense is to be achieved in the present, the Worker’s life of spirit will be fully achieved
only in the eschatological future, when the flow of time as we know it is ended. Both Marcuse and the Worker movement, then, seek to exit from the “flow of time” that had been
the “heartbeat” of a liberal notion of progress: the former by way of new forms of existence
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that swing free of this temporal flow in the present moment, and the latter by looking beyond time, to its end.122
The flow of time, in Miller’s account, is linked to a notion of “process.”123 In the
personalist idea of the Worker movement, he writes, “the human person was the final, indivisible entity that stood above process” and thus the only agent by which process could
be “redeemed.” He describes this hoped-for redemption in his first explicit definition of
the personalist idea:

The theme of the personalist idea held commonly by Mounier, Maritain, and the
Catholic Worker was that the primacy of Christian love should be brought from its
position of limbo where human affairs are concerned and infused into the process
of history. The central fact of existence should not be process, with man holding on
in whatever spot he found most tolerable; love should redeem process itself.124

It is for human beings as persons, on this view, to undertake an “act of freedom”: a “leavetaking in spirit, mind, and even body of the institutional forms, manners and values of a
world of process.”125 By thus taking leave of process, in a life of spirit and anticipation,
one can begin not just to reform process — as liberalism seeks to do, often to good immediate effect — but, more than this, to “redeem” process as such, as a whole, by “infusing”
it with love. In this way it can be glimpsed how love, rather than process, is or might be,
as Miller puts it, “the central fact of existence.”
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The consequence of this personal “leave-taking” is to lead the human community
closer to what Miller calls, following Berdyaev, “the end of history,” in a sentence from
Berdyaev he calls the best “philosophical statement of the Catholic Worker personalist
idea”:

The end of history is the victory of existential time over historical time, of creative
subjectivity over objectivization, of personality over the universal-common, of existential society over objectivized society.126

The pairs of contrasts in this sentence can be aligned in terms of the main distinction suggested so far in our discussion of Miller’s account. On the one hand we have process,
aligned with “historical time,” “objectivization,” “the universal-common,” and “objectivized society.” We may hear echoes here of Jacobi’s and Schelling’s “abstract rationality,”
Lotze’s “realm of facts,” Scheler’s “formal ethics,” and Mounier’s “established disorder.”
On the other hand, we have a set of notions that reach beyond process: “existential time,”
“creative subjectivity,” “personality,” and “existential society.”
These two sets of terms, referring to process and what is beyond it, are juxtaposed
here by Berdyaev in terms of a “victory” of the latter over the former: that which is beyond
process is victorious over process. Yet in Miller’s account of the personalist idea as a whole,
the emphasis is not on victory so much as redemption: “existential time,” then, does not
defeat or eliminate “historical time,” but “redeems” it, and so forth for the other pairs of
contrasts. Redemption, in turn, while of course a key concept in Christian theology, might
also be understood, I would claim, in less exclusively Christian terms: by the practice of
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affirming the primacy of existential time over historical time, for example, historical time
might be remade; new possibilities, theretofore concealed, might be revealed; and history,
understood as a process in which one “hold[s] on in whatever spot [one finds] most tolerable,” might be brought to its end, in the sense that process would no longer be felt to
determine our action in the present, and indeed would not do so in fact.
All of this is to be accomplished, on Miller’s account, by “love,” and specifically
the practice of “active love.” This is the main feature of his account that I want to emphasize in my own discussion of the personalist idea here, so let us make this notion more
specific. Miller points to a passage that Day often referred to from Fyodor Dostoevsky’s
The Brothers Karamazov as illustrative of what is meant here by love. He cites Dostoevsky’s work generally, indeed, alongside Berdyaev’s, as the second “source” of the Catholic
Worker’s personalist idea.127 In the passage, a woman of good social position approaches
the elder of the local monastery, Father Zossima, to express her doubts about the existence
of God and the immortality of the soul. How can she overcome these doubts? Zossima
points to “the experience of active love … In as far as you advance in love you will grow
surer of the reality of God and of the immortality of your soul.” Yet this only raises new
questions: for what is “active love”? The woman replies that she has often dreamed of a
life of loving service to others, but not pursued it for fear that her acts of love would not be
reciprocated: what if the person you are serving begins “abusing you and rudely commanding you,” repaying your love only with ingratitude? She fears she could not stand this.
Zossima’s reply is a constant refrain in the Catholic Worker movement and the source of
the title of Miller’s study:
127
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[L]ove in action is a harsh and dreadful thing compared with love in dreams. Love
in dreams is greedy for immediate action, rapidly performed and in the sight of all.
… But active love is labour and fortitude, and for some people too, perhaps, a complete science. But I predict that just when you see with horror that in spite of all
your efforts you are getting farther from your goal instead of nearer to it — at that
very moment I predict that you will reach it and behold clearly the miraculous
power of the Lord who has been all the time loving and mysteriously guiding
you.128

Process is to be redeemed, then, by active love, and active love, in turn, appears as a kind
of practice: “labour and fortitude.” It may be “harsh and dreadful”: harsh, because it declines to accord with the logic of “historical time” and “the universal-common” and thus
often finds itself at variance with the voices of prudence and reason; and an object of dread,
because its “leave-taking” of the “institutional forms, manners and values of a world of
process” strips it of worldly security. Such a practice may seem to lead you farther from
your goal rather than nearer to it, yet at this very moment of “horror,” Dostoevsky has
Zossima “predict” that you will, with surprise, reach your goal and find that “the Lord …
has been all the time loving and mysteriously guiding you.”
This notion of active love and attendant conviction that, by its practice, historical
time and the world of process might be redeemed as a whole, is the feature of the personalist idea Miller most emphasizes. It is the first of three of its features I wish to emphasize
here. I do so, again, in service of my broader constructive aim: to understand what it would
mean to develop and sustain an ethos of respect for persons. For the person is unassumingly
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at the center of Miller’s account: only the human being as a person “stands above process,”
and thus only the human being, again as a person, is in a position to “redeem” the world of
process. To conceive of ourselves in other ways — as individuals, subjects, selves, human
beings, or humans — is of course legitimate and appropriate in various contexts, but only
the language of “person” conveys what is essential in Miller’s account: that as persons, we
are not merely subject to process, not merely tokens of a type, but rather “stand above” all
process.
We stand above it, if this is right, not because each of us is, following Boethius, “an
individual substance of a rational nature.” Notions of substance and rationality do not play
a major role here. Rather, persons can be said to stand above process because only persons
are capable of engaging in and sustaining a certain kind of practice: the practice of active
love. Despite the sometimes metaphysical language of Miller’s account, therefore, it seems
clear that at bottom his concern is not to reduce the basis of the Catholic Worker movement,
or personalism, to a metaphysical claim. His concern is rather to highlight how, for the
Worker movement as conceived and practiced by Day and Maurin, persons, and through
them the historical world of process, might be redeemed through the practice of active love,
however harsh and dreadful. This practice is to be undertaken with a confidence that, despite appearing as folly to others, it will achieve its goal in the fullness of time.

b. A Way of Seeing
I will seek to extend Miller’s account of the personalist idea in two ways. In doing
so my aim is not to add to his account, but to draw out and develop two dimensions of it
which, I believe, are implicit and can play a role in making the personalist idea available
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for constructive purposes beyond an exclusively Christian context, and thus available to
further my own constructive aims in this study.
The first of these extensions is to regard the personalist idea as entailing a distinction between two ways of seeing: of seeing the world as composed of things and of seeing
the world as composed of persons and personal relations. This distinction is implicit, I
believe, in Miller’s distinction between process, correlating with a way of seeing the world
as composed of things, and that which reaches beyond process or “stands above” it, correlating with a way of seeing the world as composed of persons and personal relations.
To read this as a distinction between ways of seeing, rather than in some more ontologically robust way as a distinction between two worlds, can help forestall a Manichean
reading of Miller’s distinction. For Miller’s account, despite its emphasis on the practice
of love, seems vulnerable to a rather uncharitable view of the “world of process” — the
world which, we need not be reminded, encompasses all the many “institutional forms,
manners and values” of our societies and indeed all of human history. This is too much to
dismiss out of hand. The personalist idea seeks to “redeem” this world of process as a
whole; it may look even for a “victory” of Berdyaev’s “existential society” over “objectivized society.” But in redeeming this world of process, what justice is done to that which
is good in it? As one “takes leave” of this world, is all process to be rejected as such? Can
one say there is nothing good in process? One hopes that one is “taking leave” of this world
truly in order more fully to love and redeem it, yet there seems to be a danger that one may
do so in fact out of a certain ressentiment for the world or for the shared project of building
a common life within it. Nietzsche saw this clearly, of course, and it is an eventuality to be
avoided.
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To redescribe Miller’s distinction between process and that which reaches beyond
process as a distinction between two ways of seeing can help ensure that one’s leave-taking
will not be motivated by ressentiment. For one can say that each of these ways of seeing is
necessary and appropriate in its own way, and yet that neither is sufficient on its own. We
are here in the space of a “both-and” mentality, not of the categorical “either-or” that might
seem to be entailed — but need not be entailed, I claim — by Miller’s account. We have
seen this distinction between two ways of seeing, in a way, in the Pantheism Controversy,
where personalism and pantheism appear not as rival philosophical positions but as different ways of “simultaneously conceptualizing the universe,” in Schleiermacher’s sense. We
might also hear echoes of Lotze’s distinction between fact and value, understood as two
ways of apprehending a universe itself conceived of as a single substance.
Yet in extending the personalist idea in this way, I want to claim that we do not need
to limit ourselves to the work of those who have identified, or been identified, with personalism. It is a major part of my constructive claim in this study as a whole that the personalist
idea is not merely a notion we can dig up from the past, or one which is bound to a particular, narrow philosophical position called “personalism,” or even to a particular Christian
theology. One can find expressions of the personalist idea today, I believe, and find them
compelling, in the works of authors not explicitly connected to the personalist movement.
In light of this, I propose that we can best understand this notion of a distinction between
two ways of seeing by approaching it in terms of a view recently proposed by the British
philosopher Roger Scruton: namely what he calls “cognitive dualism.”

85

Scruton proposes this view in a recent work, The Soul of the World (2014), which
in many ways accords with the spirit of personalism as I have been describing it here.129
He defines cognitive dualism pithily in his second chapter: on this view, he writes, “the
world can be understood in two incommensurable ways, the way of science, and the way
of interpersonal understanding.”130 Here Scruton is following roughly Wilfred Sellars’ distinction between two “images” of the world: the scientific image, and the manifest image.131 The activity proper to the former of these, corresponding to the way of science, is
“explanation” in Wilhelm Dilthey’s sense (Erklären); the activity proper to the latter, corresponding to the way of interpersonal understanding, is “understanding” (Verstehen).132
Scruton also frequently aligns the terms of his distinction between ways of seeing with
Martin Buber’s notions of I-It experience and I-You encounter, respectively, the latter being
potentially an encounter not only with human persons but also with the natural world or
products of human artifice.133
The primary danger in our day, Scruton thinks, is that the way of science will unduly
dominate the way of interpersonal understanding. To animate this danger he introduces
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Edmund Husserl’s notion of the Lebenswelt (life-world) to designate the world as it is apprehended in the way of interpersonal understanding.134 As this way of seeing has declined
in prestige, he maintains, and come to be regarded by some as expressing merely a kind of
“folk psychology” reducible, in the final analysis, to the language of natural science, we
have been losing sight of the Lebenswelt.135
It is important that the two ways of seeing associated with cognitive dualism and
their interrelation be rightly understood. Two points Scruton emphasizes are helpful in this.
First, he distinguishes between his cognitive dualism and the “ontological dualism” of Descartes.136 The two ways of seeing Scruton identifies are not analogous, he says, on their
own or in their relation, to Descartes’s two substances of thought and extension. Rather, in
opposition to Descartes’s view, he emphasizes the “ontological priority” of the scientific
image over the manifest image: were there not a material world, able to be described objectively in terms of scientific explanation, there would be no manifest image. There would
be nowhere for this image to manifest, that is, and there can be no disembodied way of
interpersonal understanding in Scruton’s view.137
Second, Scruton emphasizes the notion of “emergence” to characterize the relationship between the two ways of seeing he identifies.138 The Lebenswelt, on his view, emerges
from the world as described by science, just as, in a portrait, the image of a face emerges
from an assembly of pigments on a canvas. In describing a portrait, we can do so either in
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terms of explanation, focusing on the arrangement and composition of the pigments, or in
terms of understanding, focusing on what we see in the apprehended face.139 In speaking
of the pigments and of the face we are, in some sense of course, speaking of the same thing:
there is, ontologically, just one object before us. Yet in terms of Scruton’s cognitive dualism
we can also speak of the emergence of the face from the pigments: for there are in another,
cognitive sense two “things” here, neither of which is reducible to the other. Scruton also
cites the example of music, which can be apprehended either as a sequence of tones or,
with equal justice, as a melody.140
Significantly for our purposes, Scruton conceives of personhood in this same way.
He writes:

Personhood is an “emergent” feature of the human being in the way that music is
an emergent feature of sounds: not something over and above the life and behavior
in which we observe it, but not reducible to them either. Once personhood has
emerged, it is possible to relate to an organism in a new way — the way of personal
relations. 141

To speak of personhood in Scruton’s sense here thus both is and is not to speak of something in addition to the organism in which it has emerged. Personhood is not something
“over and above” the organism, in the sense of a distinct substance or a soul that could fly
free of the body. Yet once personhood has emerged, one can speak of one’s person in addi-
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tion to, and in a way that is incommensurably distinct from, the features of one’s situatedness in Miller’s “world of process.” One’s person, here, understood as an emergent feature
of the human being (and maybe of other organisms) in the same sense that a melody is an
emergent feature of a sequence of tones, can be said to “stand above” process. It can be
said to do so in a way that does not eliminate or wholly depart from the world of process,
any more than a melody eliminates or wholly departs from the tones of which it is composed. Rather, it seems to stand above process in the sense of potentially disclosing the
meaning of its many parts taken together — a meaning that will always be plural and, one
thinks, ever-changing — and thus elevate those parts by imbuing them with what we can
call dignity. This seems close to what Miller means, in a Christian context, in speaking of
redemption, even if the relation between a life that is dignified and one that is redeemed
raises important questions we will not be able to explore here.
This, then, is the first extension of Miller’s account of the personalist idea I wish to
emphasize: that the common personalist distinction between something like process and
that which is beyond process can be interpreted as a distinction between two ways of seeing.
This is significantly not merely two ways of speaking; to speak of ourselves or anything
else as a person is not simply to adopt what Daniel Dennett has called “the intentional
stance”142 or to “redescribe” the physical world in poetic terms, as Richard Rorty sometimes proposed we do.143 Following Scruton, we can say that in each of these two ways of
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On this see Dennett’s book of this title (Dennett 1989).
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On Rorty’s notion of “redescription,” see for example his Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Rorty 1989),
p. 9, where, in describing his own method he writes: “I am not going to offer arguments against the vocabulary I want to replace. Instead, I am going to try to make the vocabulary I favor look attractive by showing
how it may be used to describe a variety of topics.” My own claim here, and I take it also to be Scruton’s, is
that in speaking of ourselves as persons we are engaged in some sense in an activity of reference — of
referring to some dimension of ourselves and our experience that does in fact exist; that we may be prone to
miss for various reasons — and not simply taking up a different vocabulary. Many questions can be raised
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seeing — of seeing the world as composed of things, or of seeing it as composed of persons
and personal relations — we are really perceiving our single world under two distinct and
incommensurable aspects. The commitment relative to these two ways of seeing that I want
to identify in the personalist idea is that one will work to hold them together, letting neither
wholly overrun the other. The dynamics of how this might be accomplished can be made
clearer by considering the third and final feature of the personalist idea I wish to emphasize
here: that it entails a certain mode of personal encounter.

c. Encountering the Other
In focusing on this third feature of the personalist idea, we can render more precise
two elements of Miller’s account: namely what he says about the person, who “stands
above” the world of process, and what he says about time, from which the Catholic Worker
movement, as he puts it, seeks to “take leave.” We can render these more precise, I mean,
by thinking them together in the context of the space of “interpersonal relations” in Scruton’s sense — this being the space opened up by his second way of seeing, which he calls
the Lebenswelt. Several questions arise: if persons do indeed stand “above” the world of
process in some sense, and if their relations are thus not wholly determined, how can one
best theorize circumstances of such indeterminacy and freedom? And in turn, how does the
specifically eschatological orientation toward time that Miller emphasizes affect the dynamics of such interpersonal relations? How can these dynamics be theorized from an eschatological point of view?

here. I regard this distinction between a ‘description’ of ourselves as persons and something more like a
realist ‘account’ of ourselves to be a promising matter for further research.
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I will claim that the personalist idea includes an emphasis on a certain kind of personal encounter, and that encounters of this kind are the site at which the other two features
of the personalist idea I have identified can be put into practice: active love, that is, and the
practical effort to hold together two incommensurable ways of seeing. As in my account of
the previous, second feature of the personalist idea, here I will draw on the work of an
author who has not been explicitly identified with personalism as a movement: the philosopher Richard Kearney. I will focus just on his account of what he calls a “phenomenology
of the persona,” as presented in the first chapter of his The God Who May Be (2001).144
Kearney’s effort, I will claim, suggests a new way of interpreting Miller’s accounts of the
person and of time by bringing them together in the context of a certain mode of personal
encounter.145
Kearney distinguishes between “person” and “persona.” We are persons, he says,
insofar as we are the same as or similar to one another. Yet “each person embodies a persona,” which he describes as “that eschatological aura of ‘possibility’ which eludes but
informs a person’s actual presence here and now.”146 This “aura,” he says later, is “inseparable from this person of flesh and blood, here and now” and “may even be said to constitute this very thisness (haeccitas).”147 It is this aura, the persona, that is of interest to
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Kearney, The God Who May Be (Kearney 2001a). As indicated I focus my comments here only on the
book’s first chapter, “Toward a Phenomenology of the Persona,” pp. 10-19.
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Kearney reproduces parts of his discussion in The God Who May Be in an article published in the same
year, “Transfiguring God” (Kearney 2001b). Notably there, on p. 377, he uses the term “personalism” to
characterize the view he is developing: “What we are proposing, therefore, is a personalism of the icon against
the cultism of the idol.” He cites Jean-Luc Marion’s L’Idole et la distance (Paris: Grasset, 1977), pp. 255-93,
though I have not been able to locate the term “personalism” in either the French or English editions of
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Kearney here: how does one’s persona appear in the moment of one’s encounter with another? How does it relate to the person and affect the manifestation of one’s person-persona
taken together? Kearney says of the persona:
At a purely phenomenological level, persona is all that in others exceeds my searching gaze, safeguarding their inimitable and unique singularity. It is what escapes
me toward another past that I cannot recover and another future I cannot predict.
… To configure the other as a persona is to grasp him/her as present in absence, as
both incarnate in flesh and transcendent in time. To accept this paradox of configuration is to allow the other to appear as his/her unique persona. To refuse this
paradox, opting instead to regard someone as pure presence (thing), or put absence
(nothing), is to disfigure the other.148

Let us unpack these ideas. What Kearney is talking about here is our encounter with another
person. Such an encounter is paradoxical, he thinks. On the one hand, the other is present.
The person before us is actually there, in flesh and blood, here and now. We see her with
our “searching gaze” and feel we can to some extent “grasp” her. We can know more or
less what she is about. Yet on the other hand, this other before us is absent. For she “exceeds” our gaze. Despite being a token of the type “human” — if she is human, for
Kearney’s account does not seem limited to human-to-human encounters — this other before us is also “an illimitable and unique singularity.” She has a past and a future wholly
other to our own, which neither we nor she herself can ever fully know.
The “absence” of the other before us — her persona — is described by Kearney as
an “aura,” concerned with “possibility,” which is in its nature “eschatological.” Let us consider these terms. The persona is an “aura” in the sense of being inseparably bound up with
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the one’s actual, bodily presence here and now, even while exceeding it. It concerns “possibility” in the sense that neither one’s future nor one’s understanding of one’s past is
wholly fixed; both are open spaces of possibility. It is “eschatological” in the sense that it
is “never there on time,” as Kearney puts it.149 As he writes a bit later on, “the inexhaustible
alterity of the persona remains forever anterior — and posterior — to its manifestations
and so baffles every cognitive interpretation I project onto it.”150 One’s persona, on
Kearney’s account, is never fully present in any given moment of clock-time; in the familiar
Christian formulation, it is in one sense “already” present, and in another “not yet” so. In
this sense, one can say, it is “absent,” even in its presence. The persona “infuses” the person, as well as the moment of encounter itself, with traces of both past and future, making
it always impossible to grasp or, so to speak, pin down the person-persona in the present.
In confronting the paradoxical presence-absence of this person-persona, we face a
practical dilemma related to how to “configure” her; how to apprehend her, that is, or conceive of her. On the one hand, we can reject or ignore the paradox Kearney presents. This
is the expedient approach. On this approach, the other is configured either as wholly present, in which case we will be inclined to treat her as a flesh-and-blood thing to be controlled or managed, or else as wholly absent, in which case she will appear as a kind of
disembodied fantasy — a persona merely, that is, as is common in celebrity culture. On
the other hand, we can accept the paradox, and configure the other as, in Kearney’s words,

149

Ibid., p. 11.

150

Ibid., p. 17.

93

“present in absence, as both incarnate in flesh and transcendent in time.”151 We can configure the other, that is, as if she were present, taking care to maintain this “as if”: for although
the other does clearly appear to be present before me, in flesh and blood, I can hope, by
holding on to this “as if,” to preserve and make effective my awareness that she is in fact
not completely present, for much of who she is escapes my gaze.152 What makes the person
before me “an inimitable and unique singularity,” indeed, is not what I do see before me,
but what I do not.
I propose that Kearney’s account here of a certain mode of encounter between persons — a mode which recognizes the other as a person-persona present before me only in
her absence, and thus accepts the paradox he describes — is a third key feature of the
personalist idea. For here we have, it seems to me, a subtler and potentially more adequate
form of the claim that the person “stands above” the world of process. Again, neither the
soul nor a noumenal self are cited as the reason why a person as such stands above process.
Yet Kearney goes a step beyond Miller’s claim that one stands above process due to one’s
capacity to engage in the practice of active love. He offers a description, that is, of why one
is able to engage in this practice: one is able to do so, as a person-persona, because one
always exceeds one’s actual presence, here and now; one’s presence always extends into
an unencompassable past and future, in which respect one is never quite fully present, but
also absent. My awareness of this excess “infuses” the present moment of my encounter
with the other with an openness and possibility that Kearney calls “eschatological.”
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94

In addition, Kearney’s account of the persona as eschatological seems to offer a
new way to understand what Miller says about eschatology in his account of the personalist
idea. For while Miller tends to frame the personalist idea in terms bound up with a specifically Christian conception of eschatology, Kearney’s account does not depend on the positive content of Christian revelation for its sense, even if it does at times employ theological
language. Read in light of Kearney’s account, the meaning of Miller’s ideas of “taking
leave” of the world of process and “exiting” from the flow of time becomes more clear. To
exit from the flow of time might be read, in light of Kearney’s account of eschatology, as a
call to attend to that dimension of our encounters with other persons, called by Kearney
their persona, which exceeds and draws both parties beyond the present moment of those
encounters. This dimension calls forth the unencompassable past and future of the other,
both replete with possibility, in a way that “informs” the encounter and charges it with an
ever-surprising openness — an openness that may even seem quite unreasonable from the
standpoint of Miller’s world of process.
As I have said, this mode of encounter, as described here by Kearney, may be regarded as the site at which the other two features of the personalist idea I have identified
— active love and a way of seeing — can be put into practice. Let us consider each. First,
concerning active love: the appearance of the persona of the other, however elusive it may
be, renders the practice of active love reasonable, though in terms that exceed the logic of
the world of process. Our practice of active love appears as a reasonable response, that is,
to our apprehension of the other’s persona, and not merely an unaccountably self-effacing
activity, as it may seem to be from the standpoint of the world of process. Second, concerning the interpersonal way of seeing: it is here, in our encounter with the other, that we most
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immediately engage in the gestalt-shifting between the two ways of seeing that Scruton
describes, and where the difference between these is shown to be of more than merely
aesthetic or philosophical significance. For here, in the encounter with the other, it is of
ethical significance. In the context of such encounters, to decline to take up Scruton’s way
of interpersonal understanding, or, with Kearney, to refuse to acknowledge the paradox
presented by the presence-absence of the other as a person-persona, is not merely an error
of thought: it is a moral failure for which one is culpable. For when we do not see the other
as a person, or do not recognize their persona, we “disfigure” her, as Kearney puts it, and
thus fail or refuse to acknowledge her as the free being that she is.

Conclusion
The personalist idea as I have presented it here exhibits, then, three major features,
or such is my claim: (1) an emphasis on the practice of active love, in Miller’s and Dostoevsky’s sense; (2) a recognition of a distinction between two ways of seeing, in Scruton’s
sense, and affirmation of the unique and irreducible value of one of these, namely the way
of interpersonal understanding; and (3) an affirmation of the importance of a certain mode
of encounter that recognizes what Kearney calls the “paradox” that we are at once both, in
his terms, a “person” (the same or similar to others) and a “persona” (unique and irreducibly distinct from one another). I have claimed that this idea “emerges” from the history of
personalism as I have presented it here, and I have claimed that is can be taken as a name
for the family resemblance I have sought to identify across the quite disparate viewpoints
of those whom I have linked to the broad yet distinct movement of personalism. I have also
suggested, borrowing a term from Bengtsson, that personalism, seen as a broad yet distinct
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movement, can be regarded as proposing and expressing a “distinctive, alternative modernity” and a kind of “creative traditionalism,” which one can learn to inhabit by allowing
one’s thought and practice to be animated by the personalist idea.
Such have been the immediate aims and findings of the present chapter. Yet all of
this has been undertaken in the service of the broader, more constructive aim of this study
as a whole: namely to address the challenge I have identified in the political culture of our
liberal democracies concerning the increasingly skeptical attitude toward the concept of
the person, which plays such an important role in many of our societies’ defining institutions. In response to this challenge, I have proposed that we aim to develop and sustain
what I have called an ethos of respect for persons, and that the personalist idea, as I have
described it, can play a key role in this effort. In the general conclusion of this study, we
will be in a position to make explicit just how this is so, and what specific role the personalist idea might have in developing and sustaining such an ethos.
We have reached the end of part one of our study, and will now proceed to part two,
which includes the remaining three chapters. In each of these, I examine a particular context where the personalist idea was challenged and tested in revealing ways in the twentieth
century: in the context of early twentieth century France, and especially the work of Emmanuel Mounier (chapter three); in the context of the mid-twentieth century United States,
through the work of Maurin, Day, and the Catholic Worker movement (chapter four); and
in the context of late-twentieth century philosophical reflection, and especially the work of
two philosophers who, I argue, have extended and carried forward the work of Mounier,
namely Paul Ricoeur and Charles Taylor. By seeing how the personalist idea has actually
been developed and put into practice in these three specific contexts, we will be in a better
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position to determine what role it might play in the effort to develop and sustain an ethos
of respect for persons.
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PART TWO
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CHAPTER THREE:
FROM PURITY TO ENGAGEMENT

Our task in this third chapter is to take a step back from the rather schematic, threefold account of the personalist idea provided in chapter two to look more closely at how
this idea took shape in a particular context: namely in early twentieth century France, and
specifically in the work of its major representative at that time: Emmanuel Mounier.153 We
have noted the importance of Mounier’s contribution to the history of personalism already
in the chapter two. In Mounier’s work, personalism was given a more definite shape than
it had in the works of earlier authors and, what is more, a very public character. It was
transformed from an intellectual theory into a broad and even popular movement. By the
1950s, personalism stood alongside existentialism and Marxism in the competition for
hearts and minds in France and inspired many in the generation of those who came of age
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For brief, introductory engagements with Mounier’s work, see for example Frederick Copleston’s comments in Vol. IX of his A History of Philosophy (Copleston 1974, pp. 311-16); also Leslie Paul’s “Foreword”
to the Mounier’s Be Not Afraid (Mounier 1951, pp. v-xxiv); also Paul Ricoeur’s “Emmanuel Mounier: A
Personalist Philosopher,” about which I will have more to say in chapter five below (Ricoeur 1965). For
longer and more recent introductory treatments in French, see the study by Jean-Marie Domenach, longtime
editor of Esprit and friend of Mounier (recently reissued, following its original publication in 1972;
Domenach 2014); see also the volume on Mounier contributed to the series “Le Bien Commun” by Guy Coq,
entitled Mounier: L’engagement politique, which notably does not emphasize Mounier’s language of personalism (Coq, 2008). Coq has written introductions to most of the new editions of Mounier’s works published over the past decade; see also Joseph Amato’s very fine study Mounier and Maritain: A French Catholic Understanding of the Modern World (Amato 1975). Dorothy Day mentions Amato and expresses an
intention to review his study, which was at the time forthcoming, in her column “On Pilgrimage” in The
Catholic Worker in July of 1971 (Day 1971). See also Michael Kelly’s Pioneer of the Catholic Renewal: The
Ideas and Influence of Emmanuel Mounier (Kelly 1979). No brief general introductory monograph on
Mounier has been published in English since Kelly’s, so far as I am aware.
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around that time. For it seemed to offer a way of retaining and even deepening the fundamental commitments of one’s Catholic faith — as in France the movement did most engage
Catholics, though other Christians and non-Christians alike worked with it — even while
taking distance from the Catholic Church’s institutions and official systems of thought and
practice.
Mounier was not the only representative of personalism in France at the time or the
only contributor to the development of the personalist idea. In examining the history and
development of French personalism, one could justly focus on the work of a number of
figures. Mounier would likely not have taken up the language of personalism at all, as
indicated already above in chapter two, had it not been for the influence and encouragement
of a number of others active in the circle of thinkers and writers who gathered regularly in
the salons hosted by Jacques and Raissa Maritain at their home in the Parisian suburb of
Meudon, especially Nicolas Berdyaev.154 Also other figures in Paris at the time, more contemporary with Mounier in terms of age, did much to shape his thinking, especially the
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Here I will be most concerned to examine the dimensions of Berdyaev’s work that did most to influence
Mounier’s thinking in the years immediately prior to the founding of Esprit. Much more could be said, however, about the role that personalism played in Berdyaev’s own thought. For a clear and in my view representative statement of the role this idea played in his thinking in the mid-1930s, see Berdyaev’s article translated as “Marxism and the Concept of Personality” (Berdyaev 1935). As he writes there: “The social projection of personalism is a revolutionary repudiation of the capitalistic regime, of the utmost anti-personalist,
the utmost death-bearing for person, as ever existed in history. … The sole system … corresponding to the
eternal truth of personalism, is a system of personalist socialism.” Even though the title in Russian of Berdyaev’s article (“Personalizm i Marksizm” in the Russian journal Put’, No. 48 (July/September 1935), pp. 319) makes the notion of “personalism” prominent, we find that this prominence is not reproduced in the title
of the English translation. This is typical in the literature concerning personalism — the term “personalism”
itself is often left aside in favor of a more general emphasis on the person or personality — and may be
regarded as one reason for the term’s also total lack of currency in contemporary English letters and scholarship.
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young thinker and activist Alexandre Marc.155 We will have more to say about these figures
in what follows.
I have chosen to focus on Mounier, however, as he was most closely and exclusively
associated with personalism as a distinct movement in France at the time and most responsible for articulating the personalist idea in that context. He was devoted to working out
the meaning and implications of personalism in a more dedicated way, one can say, than
the other figures I have named, all of whom had other major intellectual commitments and
preoccupations: Maritain, for example, was concerned to revitalize Thomistic philosophy
and, later, to establish the discourse of human rights,156 as Berdyaev developed a form of
Christian existentialism.157 All made contributions to personalist thought — and not just
through their influence on Mounier, but in their own work — yet none were so exclusively
and energetically engaged as Mounier in the development of personalism as a movement.
Mounier continued to defend and develop personalism long after others had ceased to insist
upon the term, and continued to do so until the year of his death of a heart attack in 1950,
at the age of forty-four.158

155
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According to Leslie Paul, who offers a rather hagiographical account of the scene of Mounier’s death, the
heart attack had a simple cause: “[h]e just did not take care of himself.” (Mounier 1951, p. x).
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In what follows, I offer an account of the development of Mounier’s understanding
of personalism, focusing on three stages of its development: (1) its roots in the work of
several figures who influenced Mounier in the early 1930s and his reception of their ideas;
(2) Mounier’s early understanding of personalism, as expressed in the first schematic account of his view in the Manifeste au service du personnalisme (in English, A Personalist
Manifesto) of 1936; and (3) his later understanding, during and after the war, especially as
expressed in his three major works directly concerned with articulating his view of personalism: the extended essay “Personnalisme catholique” of 1940, and the books Qu’est-ce
que personnalisme? (What is Personalism?) of 1947 and Le Personnalisme of 1949. The
chapter is divided into three parts corresponding to these three stages of development.
Although I proceed chronologically, the chapter is not simply a summary of
Mounier’s developing understanding of personalism. Rather, I defend the following claim:
that Mounier moved from a concern with “purity” in his early work, to a new concern with
“engagement” in his later work. In his early work, before the war, he was concerned to
starkly distinguish his own ideas from all systems of thought and practice in “the modern
world,” conceived as a kind of totality, while in his later work, after the war, he sought to
engage in dialogue with existentialists and Marxists and began to present personalism as a
perspective that could make common cause with other views. I will refer to the first of
these phases as a “personalism of purity” and the second as a “personalism of engagement.”
I adopt this distinction between purity and engagement from Mounier himself, in
fact, who proposes it in Qu’est-ce que personnalisme? My own analysis of these ideas and
their relationship differs from Mounier’s, however, in being more explicitly attentive to the
influence of other authors on his development, especially Péguy, Maritain, Berdyaev, and
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Marc. Mounier’s personalism, I aim to show, in shifting from a concern with purity to a
concern with engagement, became less of a battle cry and more an expression of the personalist idea, even if it never lost its “revolutionary edge.”159 It came to appear, that is, as
a method and perspective that one could adopt in tandem with other views, without identifying as a “personalist” in the more exclusive sense that term had before the war.
By examining the relationship between Mounier’s early and later views, I argue,
we can better understand the dynamics of the personalist idea and its constructive prospects
today. The rocky road of Mounier’s own development, from a concern with purity to a
concern with engagement, makes clearer both what the personalist idea can mean today —
a method and perspective able to inform an “ethos of respect for persons,” I maintain, as
personalism makes common cause with political liberalism in a new way — and also what
it need not be, namely a partisan position that defines itself over against “the modern world”
as a whole.

Roots of Mounier's Personalism
In 1932, Mounier helped to establish the journal that would be the defining project
of his career: Esprit, which is still published today and remains an influential forum in
France. Its longevity distinguishes it from the many other periodicals that came and went
in France in the turbulent 1930s, which the historian Pierre Loubet del Bayle has called the
decade of the “non-conformists.”160 Many young and zealous intellectuals in Paris at the
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time were active in efforts to overturn the so-called “bourgeois order,” or what Mounier
would call le désordre établi (the established disorder). It was in these years that Mounier
developed his early account of personalism in the pages of Esprit and in conversation with
the many others active in the Esprit circle in various ways,161 including at different times
Jacques Ellul,162 Emmanuel Levinas,163 Maurice Merleau-Ponty,164 Paul Ricoeur,165 and
Simone Weil.166
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To understand Mounier’s early work with Esprit and early thinking about personalism, it is useful to consider how the ideas of three other figures informed his early thinking: namely Charles Péguy, Jacques Maritain, and Nicolas Berdyaev. On this basis, we will
be able to appreciate what Mounier means, in his lead article in the first issue of Esprit, in
calling on his readers to “remake the Renaissance” and build a new civilization where the
person will be accorded due primacy as both a material and spiritual being. I begin this
section, first, by considering the influence of the work of these figures on Mounier, then
consider how it was that Mounier came to call the perspective he developed on their basis
“personalism” and to conceive of this as a “revolutionary” social and political movement.
These developments occurred primarily due to the intervention of a fourth figure who exerted a great effect on Mounier in this early period, the young thinker and activist Alexandre Marc. I devote the latter part of this section to considering Mounier’s relation to Marc
and its consequences for his thinking.

a. Early Influences: Péguy, Maritain, Berdyaev
Mounier’s first and earliest influence, and the figure on whom he would model his
own life and career, was Charles Péguy, the French poet and editor of the literary magazine Les Cahiers de la Quinzaine.167 Péguy was decisive in setting Mounier on the path of
joining his Catholicism with ideas on the political left. Up to the time of Péguy’s death in

directed against Mounier as well. In any case, a study has recently been published on the relation between
Weil’s and Mounier’s work in Italian, Emmanuel Mounier e Simone Weil: testimoni del XX secolo (Maccaroni 2010), and their relationship seems to offer fertile ground for further research. I return to this point in
conclusion below.
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1914 — he died in battle, having volunteered to serve at the age of 41 — Péguy was an
ardent Dreyfusard, or supporter of Captain Alfred Dreyfus, of Jewish descent, whose
wrongful conviction for treason in 1894 was at the center of what is called the “Dreyfus
Affair.” He was also a socialist. These details are significant because Péguy was also a
Catholic; he converted quietly, just before publishing, in 1909, the work for which he is
best known today: Le Mystère de la Charité de Jeanne d'Arc (The Mystery of the Charity
of Joan of Arc). Most Catholics at the time were not Dreyfusards and very few were socialists, making Péguy a unique figure. Péguy tended not to speak of his “conversion” as
such, preferring to describe his Catholic faith as a deepening of his commitment to truth
and justice, which, he had come to believe, found its fullest expression in Catholicism.
Mounier would make this conviction his own.
Mounier’s first book, co-authored with Georges Izard in 1931, was La pensée
de Charles Péguy.168 It reads as a kind of homage. Mounier, having grown up in the provincial city of Grenoble in a family of moderate means, had arrived in Paris just a few years
earlier to study at the Sorbonne.169 He had previously completed an aggregation in philosophy at the University of Grenoble and finished at the top of his class, second only to
Raymond Aron. Catholic circles in Paris at the time were abuzz with admiration for Péguy,
who was regarded as a martyr to France and even a prophet. Mounier seems first to have
heard of Péguy in the Maritains’ salons, an important site of formation for young Catholic
intellectuals in Paris at the time. It was not long before he and some friends asked Jacques
Maritain — a convert to Catholicism himself and Thomistic philosopher of repute — to
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support them in starting a journal like Péguy’s Cahiers. Maritain obliged; he would be the
major patron of the new journal. In 1932, Mounier emulated Péguy, who had left the École
Normale to edit the Cahiers, and left the Sorbonne to work on Esprit. From Péguy, then,
Mounier drew not only a broad conviction that Catholic faith was essentially bound up
with the struggle for justice, but also his particular vocation as an editor and activist.
A second formative influence on Mounier’s thinking was Jacques Maritain himself.
Maritain was Mounier’s key mentor and confidant throughout the early 1930s, though their
friendship faded later in the decade. Mounier would go on to become a leader in dialogue
between Marxism and Christianity, while Maritain grew more invested in the institutions
of liberal democracy and discourse of human rights, to which he would be a major contributor.170 Most important for understanding Mounier’s early view of personalism, however,
was the pervasive influence in French Catholic circles at the time of a work Maritain had
published in 1927, which had done much to redefine the political landscape for Catholics
in France: namely his Primauté du Spirituel (Primacy of the Spiritual; published in English
in 1931 as The Things That Are Not Caesar’s).171 The occasion of this work had been Maritain’s split with the far right political movement Action Française, following its condemnation by the Vatican in 1926. The dominant figure in Action Française, Charles Maurras,
though himself a vocal atheist, had promoted adherence the institutions and customs of the
Catholic Church as a way to unify France under a reconstituted monarchy. Maritain had
for more than a decade served a kind of de facto spokesperson for this movement, which
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had the support of many French Catholics unsure of how to situate themselves in relation
to the increasingly secular Third Republic.172
One can say the papal condemnation woke Maritain from his royalist slumbers. In
Primauté du Spirituel, he argues for the primacy of what he calls “spiritual power” over all
“temporal power”: not, that is, as Maurras had advocated, for one kind of temporal power
(the Church) over another kind (the state).173 Thus Maritain negotiated his break with Action Française by looking beyond the specific French context and recasting his earlier suspicion of the secular Third Republic in a wholly new register: as a suspicion of “temporal
power” as such, a suspicion of “Caesar.” The aims of Mounier’s early thought are best
understood in this same way: not as a move within the context of French politics, but as an
effort to move beyond that context, amounting to a rejection of the very terms in which
debates in France tended to be conducted (i.e. in terms of the relative power of church and
state). From Maritain, then, Mounier drew a stark distinction between the “temporal” and
the “spiritual,” a sense that these two powers were engaged in a fateful combat in his time,
and a conviction that the spiritual ought to be accorded primacy over the temporal.
A third and decisive influence on Mounier at this time was Nicolas Berdyaev, and
especially Berdyaev’s work of 1924, Novoe Srednevekov’e (A New Middle Age), which
appeared in French translation in 1927, the same year as Maritain’s Primauté, and in English in 1933 (as The End of Our Time174). This work seems to have influenced Mounier’s
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thinking in two direct ways, both related to his call to “remake the Renaissance,” about
which we will have more to say in the next section.
The first concerns Mounier’s choice to appeal to the Renaissance at all. Why the
Renaissance, and not some other period? We can understand this by considering Berdyaev’s claims in this work concerning the Renaissance, which play a key role in his argument. Berdyaev’s concern in The End of Our Time generally is the philosophy of history:
the modern period, he claims, understood as having begun in the Renaissance, was in the
early twentieth century coming to an end. “[T]he secular foundations of the West are trembling,” he writes, and “we are on volcanic ground … any eruption is possible, material or
spiritual.”175 The cause of this, in his view, was what he calls “the destructive contradiction
of Humanism,” the great product of the Renaissance, “which on the one hand exalted man
and attributed to him unlimited powers, and on the other saw nothing in him but a limited
dependent creature, knowing nothing of spiritual freedom.”176 Crucially, for Berdyaev, this
contradiction arose only late in the Renaissance, in the fifteenth century, when Europeans
began to leave behind the spirit of the ancient and medieval worlds that had been infused
into earlier humanism; to leave behind, that is, a specifically Christian humanism in favor
of a more secular approach, and understand their activity as a form of self-affirmation.
For Mounier, it seems clear that his call to “remake the Renaissance” was in effect
a call to creatively revitalize the spirit of this early, Christian humanism in a manner responsive to the “volcanic” conditions of the twentieth century. What would become his
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personalism can in this sense be understood as an effort to go round the back of the “destructive contradiction” that Berdyaev identifies in later forms of secular humanism by
reinvigorating this earlier form of humanism. By “remaking” the Renaissance, his personalism would aspire to “remake” the modern world in its entirety, starting again from the
beginning.
A second way in which Berdyaev informed Mounier’s work is related to this:
namely, through his categorically negative assessment of precisely all philosophical, political, and social views that had developed in the modern period, taken together. As he puts
it near the end of the book, “[a]ll systems of ideas and political and social forms throughout
the world are going through a period of crisis. They are all in practice worn out.”177 Berdyaev groups together all “systems” of modern thought using images of the “day” and
“light.” The Middle Ages, he says, were by contrast a period of “night” and “darkness” —
characterizations which, he insists, do not merit the negative evaluation they are usually
given. As he puts it: “night reveals to us things that day does not know. Night is closer than
day to the mystery of all beginning … [It] belongs more to metaphysics, to ontology, than
does the day.”178 He adopts Jacob Boehme’s notion of the “Abyss” (Ungrund) as a designation for all that which the modern period has tried to dispel and finally forgotten.
Whereas medieval thought and early, Christian humanism, he thinks, had held together day and night, light and darkness, in a properly “organic” relationship, modern
thought in its many forms had sought to dispel night in a perpetual daytime of reason. This

177

Ibid., p. 200.

178

Ibid., pp. 73-4.

111

had led to new forms of abstraction and sterile rationalism, and in particular to two positions that presented what Berdyaev calls “a choice of evils”: “extreme individualism” and
“extreme socialism.” Both equally, he states, deny “grace” — both seek to dispel night,
darkness, and the Abyss — and thus both neglect human beings’ connection with the “super-individual and superhuman realities and values” necessary for the development of “personality.”179 By reaffirming these realities and values, in short, we can provide fertile
ground for the development of personality and again bring together the day and the night,
light and darkness, in the form of a new civilization.
Mounier’s early personalism is marked by these same concerns, which seem to have
encouraged his desire for “purity” with respect to what Berdyaev calls “all systems of ideas
and political and social forms” of the modern world. All such systems and forms were held
to be decayed and “worn out,” for all equally had failed to acknowledge, in Maritain’s
phrase, the “primacy of the spiritual,” or what Berdyaev had called the night, darkness, and
Abyss. For Mounier in this period, as for Berdyaev, the “choice of evils” between extreme
forms of individualism and socialism was to be rejected entirely, and a new project undertaken: a remaking of the early, Christian humanism of the Renaissance that would, in effect
restart modern civilization from a point prior to the “destructive contradiction” of a specifically secular humanism. In this way, Mounier was convinced, the development of human
personality could again be made possible, and a new form of civilization could emerge.
From Péguy, Maritain, and Berdyaev, then, Mounier derived the basic materials
from which he would construct his early personalism: a conviction that Catholic faith is
essentially bound up with the struggle for justice (from Péguy); a way of seeing the political
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landscape of his time in terms of a distinction between the temporal and the spiritual, and
conviction that what is spiritual is of primary importance (from Maritain), and an historical
narrative according to which this contest between the temporal and the spiritual — between
light and darkness, day and night — was playing out in a new way in the early decades of
the twentieth century, and that these sundered dimensions must again be brought together
(from Berdyaev).

b. Toward Personalism: Mounier and Marc
Mounier draws on all these materials in his lead article in the first issue of Esprit,
“Refaire la Renaissance” (Remake the Renaissance).180 He calls for the creation of a “new
civilization”: a new and comprehensive vision of ourselves as human beings, of our communities, and of what he calls the “double vocation” of the person, at once “vertical,” oriented toward freedom, and “horizontal,” oriented toward a devotion to the world.181 Only
by working to create such a civilization, he writes, could his readers hope to navigate the
twin modern dangers of individualism and collectivism (Berdyaev’s “extreme individualism” and “extreme socialism”) and ensure that the spiritual dimension of human life is
accorded due primacy. One passage stands out as especially expressive of his purpose:

[I]l nous faut arriver à créer une habitude nouvelle de la personne, l'habitude de voir
tous les problèmes humains du point de vue du bien de la communauté humaine, et
non pas des caprices de l'individu. La communauté n'est pas tout, mais une personne
humaine qui serait isolée n'est rien. Le communisme est une philosophie de la
troisième personne, à l'impersonnel. Mais il y a deux philosophies de la première
180
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personne, deux manières de penser et de prononcer la première personne: nous
sommes contre la philosophie du moi pour la philosophie du nous.
We must create a new habit of the person, a habit of seeing all human problems
from the point of view of the good of the human community, and not [from that] of
the caprices of the individual. The community is not all, but a human person who
is isolated is nothing. Communism is a philosophy of the third person, the impersonal. But there are two philosophies of the first person, two ways to think and
pronounce the first person: we are opposed to the philosophy of me [and] for the
philosophy of we.182

This passage is representative of Mounier’s early thinking. For in his effort to “think and
pronounce the first person,” he tends at this time to define his approach against other quite
broad views — here “the philosophy of me” and “communism,” corresponding, it seems
plain, to Berdyaev’s “extreme” individualism and socialism. Communism is criticized for
being a “philosophy of the third person, the impersonal,” and in this sense can be linked to
the totality of “systems of ideas and political and social forms” which, in Berdyaev’s view,
were forgetful of “super-individual and superhuman realities and values” and thus inhibited
the development of personality.
Yet at the time when he wrote this article, in 1932, Mounier was not yet using the
term “personalism” to designate his view. He had assembled the pieces of what would
become his personalism, but not yet adopted the name. Also significantly, he had not yet
come to understand his position in relation to the prospect of a political or social “revolution.” One could work to transform culture or even build a “new civilization,” after all, as
Péguy had tried and Maritain and Berdyaev were trying to do, without seeking to overthrow
the state. Esprit was concerned from the start with political matters, as even Mounier’s
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article here indicates, but in 1932 Mounier did not yet understand himself to be developing
a “revolutionary” movement called personalism.
From where, then, did Mounier take the term “personalism”? And what happened
between the time of this first article in Esprit and the publication of the Manifeste in 1936
to make the idea of revolution such a dominant concern? The historian John Hellman offers
answers to these questions in his fascinating history of the non-conformist movements in
1930s France, The Communitarian Third Way. For as noted above, Mounier was just one
of many radical thinkers active in Paris at this time, and at this point, in 1932, not the most
revolutionary. The figure who would do most to influence Mounier in these respects, concerning the term personalism and his new revolutionary outlook, was the Russian émigré
and activist Alexandre Marc. Mounier’s relationship with Marc, who edited the journal
L’Ordre Nouveau and headed the movement connected with it, would transform him from
a promoter of a vague “philosophy of the first person” into a political actor with a program
to make this philosophy actual through a “personalist-communitarian revolution.”
Concerning the term “personalism” itself: Hellman maintains that it was Marc, not
Mounier, who first used this term in a political sense and first developed a specifically
political form of personalism. In the manifesto of L’Ordre Nouveau, of 1931, one finds the
following emphatic statement which is, according to Hellman, the first use anywhere of
“personalism” in a specifically political sense:

[We are] TRADITIONALISTS, yet NOT CONSERVATIVE … REVOLUTIONARIES, yet NOT REBELS, CONSTRUCTIVE, NOT DESTRUCTIVE … SOCIALISTS, yet NOT MATERIALISTS, PERSONALISTS, yet NOT ANARCHISTS,
HUMAN, yet NOT HUMANITARIAN.183
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The relation between personalism and anarchism is intriguing and merits more attention
than I can give it here.184 Yet Marc goes further in his manifesto, stating what would soon
become Mounier’s own view, virtually word-for-word. He writes:

[N]o conventional liberal or Marxist response bears up under serious, methodical
analysis ... The radical change that we are urging is psychological above everything
else ... a hierarchy of values which would put the human person in the first rank ...
Economic and social mechanisms for the person and not the person for the economic and social mechanisms. This “personalism” implies a break with both the
abstract individualism of liberals and with doctrines which take the State ... to be
the highest value.185

Marc himself began to develop this notion of personalism, Hellman writes, when he came
upon the Russian edition of Berdyaev’s The End of Our Time in Berlin in the 1920s.186
Fascinated by its vision, he began to study the anti-materialist philosophies then being developed in Germany, including by Karl Jaspers and Martin Heidegger. He was most taken
by the ethical personalism of Max Scheler, whose lectures he attended at the University of
Cologne, and began in his own thinking to translate Scheler’s philosophical personalism
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into a political position. By virtue of his relations with Marc, Mounier had ample encouragement to adopt this term himself.
There remains to be considered how Mounier came to adopt a version of Marc’s
specifically revolutionary personalism as his own. Hellman’s account of Mounier’s “politicization,” if one can call it that, is astounding. Marc, he writes,187 tiring of Mounier’s timorousness about the language of revolution and wanting to recruit him as a full ally, resolved to convince him that Christianity and revolution were compatible; or what is more,
that they required each other. To this end, he submitted a book review to Esprit in 1933
entitled “Le Christianisme et la Revolution Spirituelle.” The review purported to be of a
German work by a certain Otto Neumann, Revolution des Geistes (Revolution of the
Spirit), yet in fact there was no such person as Neumann and so, of course, no such book.
The name itself should have been a giveaway: “O.N.” being the initials of Marc’s L’Ordre
Nouveau, and the “new man” (“Neumann”) being a key concept in his thought. But
Mounier seems not to have caught on. Instead, he was captivated — as one would expect,
for the review had been written for him. Marc quotes extensively from Neumann’s supposed book. In one place, he has Neumann say:

Christianity alone ... made the individual into a person: that is why the individual
is liberal, and the person Catholic ... that is why the individual is reactionary and
the person revolutionary.

As Marc continues, in his own voice:
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The order, discipline, Tradition of the Church are thus not incompatible with a
frankly revolutionary stance. But Neumann goes much further ... proclaims, against
the enemies of the Church and those of Revolution, that “not only do these two
orders not exclude each other,” but “they form, in fact, a single reality.” Neumann
shows, in a striking fashion, that without Christianity, the revolutionary spirit would
not exist.

Mounier was ripe to respond to such claims. He had been following closely the work of a
group in Leuven, Belgium, that had recently adopted the term “personalism” to designate
its position. Its leader, Raymond De Becker, had been calling for a Christian “revolution.”
Yet De Becker’s cooperation with fascist youth groups in Germany had raised red flags —
for Mounier himself, but more especially for his mentor and patron Maritain, who threatened to withdraw his support for Esprit if Mounier continued associating with De Becker.
The Neumann review offered Mounier a way out of this bind: he could take up the language
of revolution, and avoid mixing with De Becker. When he pressed Marc for a copy of
Neumann’s book, Marc reminded him that this revolutionary theologian needed to keep a
low profile; when he continued to press, proposing even that Esprit publish the complete
works of Neumann in French, Marc finally told him that Neumann had died in a car accident, his works lost!
That Mounier would believe Marc here seems absurd, yet there is reason to think
that no one, not even Mounier’s literary executors, ever caught on to the Neumann gambit.
For as Hellman notes, the editors of the 1960s volume Mounier et sa génération, in a list
of major events for the year 1933 in the area of “religion,” put “Otto Neumann” at the top;
before “Chesterton,” “Karl Barth,” and even the release of Pope Pius XI’s encyclical Quadragesimo Anno. This list remains unchanged in the 2000 edition.188 If, as Hellman and
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others hold, there is a link between Mounier’s personalism, in its call for a Christian revolution and dialogue with Marxism, and the development of liberation theology, then this
event of the Neumann review is significant indeed.189

A Personalism of Purity
By the mid-1930s, Mounier was poised to compose the major text of his early career: Manifeste au service du personnalisme.190 He drafted this in the late summer of 1935
in just two weeks, working alone in a suburb of Brussels, and its original French bears all
the marks of a hasty composition. It was published in 1936. This would be the first of
Mounier’s works to be translated into English, on the initiative of Peter Maurin, founder of
the Catholic Worker movement with Dorothy Day, who convinced the monks of St. John’s
Abbey in Collegeville, Minnesota to make what turned out to be a rather free translation.191
In what follows I make use of this translation, but also offer original translations of certain
key passages in the interest of precision.
The Manifeste was intended by Mounier as a kind of summary of, and effort to
clarify, not only of his own thinking but the vision he shared with others in the Esprit circle,
both its contributors and the many participants in its discussion groups throughout France.
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In his forward, he acknowledges that calling the text a “manifesto” might “seem unduly
pretentious,” but that he and others had recognized “the necessity of giving substance, consciousness and living force to tendencies [in their thinking] that are still confused.” Thus
he offers the work, he says, as “a first collection of thoughts, a provisional front of research.”192
The text consists of an introduction and four parts. Mounier’s “ultimate goal,” he
says, is “the same that we put forth in 1932: patiently, cooperatively to remake the Renaissance after four centuries of errors” — and in this way achieve “[a] new civilization, a new
man!”193 In Part One (chapters 2-4), he presents critiques of various kinds of “bourgeois
and individualistic civilization” (called “forms of civilization that have finished their cycle”) and of “fascist civilization” and Marxism (forms “that in their initial realization claim
to be the successors of the former”194). He groups these together under the label “the modern world,” which is said to be “opposed” to the person (“contre la personne”). The sense
here of having come to the end of an historical cycle, as well as the categorical opposition
to the modern world as such, makes clear the continued influence of Berdyaev on his thinking. In Part Two (chapters 5-6), Mounier outlines the “principles of a personalist civilization,” focusing on the nature of persons and community. In Part Three (chapters 7-14), the
work’s longest, he considers how personalism applies to the realms of education, private
life, economics, and international and “interracial” relations, calling these “the chief structures of a personalist system [régime].” Finally in Part Four (chapters 15-17), which we
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consider in some detail here, he presents some “principles of personalist action” and considers next steps.
Two aspects of the Manifeste are especially relevant to our purpose in this section,
which is to consider the main features of Mounier’s early account of personalism and how
these amounted to what Mounier himself would later call a “personalism of purity.” These
are: (1) his accounts of the individual, person, and community, and (2) claim that achieving
a right understanding and practice of personal and communal life requires that one “break”
with all forms of civilization characteristic of the modern world and seek to build a new,
“personalist civilization.”

a. Individual, Person, and Community
Turning first to Mounier’s accounts of the individual and the person: though the
emphases in his accounts of these concepts would change over time, many of their defining
features are consistent between the early and later phases of his thought. The “ultimate
end” of a “personalist civilization,” he writes in the Manifeste, is “to enable every individual to live as a person … [and] exercise a maximum of initiative, responsibility, and spiritual life.”195 He acknowledges here, in effect, that societies are from the start composed of
individuals. This is presented as a kind of natural fact and the status quo from which he
begins. The individual, as he puts it, is “a confused surface-view of my being,” “a multiple
thing that I lay hold on”; it is “a flowing in upon me of a disordered and impersonal multiplicity of matter, objects, forces and influences.”196 The marks of the individual are “dispersion and avarice.” This latter, negative evaluation is characteristic of his early view. The
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individual is said to lack identity and definition, being in this sense, one can say, something
like the material chaos preceding the creative acts of God in the narrative of Genesis 1.
Yet personalism aims “to enable every individual to live as a person” and develop
beyond his or her merely individual nature. So, what is a person? We know from the passage above that personal life, for Mounier, is connected with “initiative, responsibility, and
spiritual life.” These elements are apparent in his rough working definition of the person:

A person is a spiritual being, constituted as such by its manner of existence and
independence of being; it maintains this existence by its adhesion to a hierarchy of
values that it has freely adopted, assimilated, and lived by its own responsible activity and by a constant interior development; thus it unifies all its activity in freedom and by means of creative acts develops the individuality [singularité] of its
vocation.197

To be a person, in this view, is a creative achievement. Starting as individuals, we may or
may not become and remain persons. For consider: if we do indeed maintain our existence
as persons by freely adhering to “a hierarchy of values,” then also we might not freely
adhere to this hierarchy, and thus cease to be persons — at least in the same degree or the
same respects — even though we continue to exist as individuals. Similarly, if in freedom
and by creative acts a person can “unify” its activities and “develop the individuality [singularité] of its vocation,” then also one might not do these things, in which case one’s
activities would lack unity and one’s vocation would be generic, not specific to oneself and
one’s historical circumstances.
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It is possible, then, that some individuals are not persons — either have never come
into existence as persons or have fallen out of personal existence — though this for
Mounier is always a matter of degree, both here and in a more robust and developed way
in his later work. Already here, in 1936, he notes the interdependence of the individual and
the person in a way that foreshadows his later, fuller account of this: “we must not,” he
insists, “give this necessary distinction [between the individual and the person] the fixity
of a spatial separation.” There is no “dispersed state” in one that is not to some degree
“personalized,” and no area of one’s life in which one’s person is not to some degree “individualized, or, what comes to the same thing, materialized.”198 This latter clause is revealing, as it indicates the close relation for Mounier between the individual and “matter.”
This is another important sense in which the person and individual for Mounier are not
separable: for without individuality — one’s material, embodied self — there can be no
personal life or growth. Individuality, and our material nature, is never held by Mounier to
be something we could do away with. It must be integrated into the framework of one’s
personal life, rather than being developed independently, without reference to our “vocation.” We will have more to say about these notions of personalization and individualization and their interrelation in considering Mounier’s later work. Here we find only the seeds
of that later account.
Personal life is also something, for Mounier, that one may or may not have a capacity to appreciate, as he suggests with a helpful illustration:
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men exist who are “blind to the person,” just as there are men who are blind to
pictures or deaf to music; but with this difference, that the former are in some degree responsible for their blindness. The personal life is something offered to all
and is not merely the experience of a privileged few, at least not until we get below
a certain level of human misery.199

Here we find a suggestion that personalism is a “way of seeing”: that one can be “personally unmusical,” that is, in the way Weber said he was “religiously unmusical.” One might
not “hear” the music or “see” the picture, even when these are apparent to others with more
developed perceptual capacities. In the particular case of “blindness to the person,” however, this incapacity appears as a privation or lack for which one is “in some degree responsible.” There is again a material aspect here that is important to note, arising from the
last clause of the passage just quoted: for if a fully “personal life” is not on offer to those
at “a certain level of human misery,” we can suppose that a certain measure of material
security is required for the movement from individuality to personality to be possible. I
return to this point in the conclusion of the study.
Just as prominent here as Mounier’s account of the individual and the person is his
account of community. For the personalist “system” (régime) and “revolution” he is calling
for is at once, he insists, both personalist and communitarian; only a “shortcoming of language,” he says, requires that two words be used to indicate this in its singularity. Near the
beginning of his discussion of community, he offers a sketch of a “utopian” personalist
community. Such a community, he writes, would be
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a person constituted of persons or a person of persons in more than a merely symbolical sense. … Each person would at all times be able to achieve his fruitful vocation in the totality [of all persons] … Each one would have a place of his own in
the whole which no one else could fill, but which would harmonize well with the
whole. Love would be the primary tie and not any constraint or any economic or
“vital” interest or any extrinsic apparatus.200

Yet he hastens to add: this ideal is not actually realizable in practice. It is even “perfectly
dangerous” to think it is.201 We will return to this point in chapter five, in considering Paul
Ricoeur’s effort to develop Mounier’s ideas and his constructive criticism of precisely this
conception of community as a “person of persons.” For Mounier, here, the ideal of a personalist community is best thought of as a “guiding myth” or, from a Christian point of
view, a state to be realized “beyond this life.” Yet even in these weaker senses, he claims,
it “cannot but give history a fundamental direction” in the present.202
In order to move in this new direction, one must undertake what Mounier calls “the
first act of community,” which I take to echo what I have called above a certain “mode of
encounter.” Of this first act, he writes:

quand je commence à m'intéresser à la présence réelle des hommes, à reconnaître
cette présence en face de moi, à apprendre la personne qu'elle me révèle, le toi
qu'elle me propose, à ne plus voir en elle une “troisième personne,” un n'importe
qui, une chose vivante et étrangère, mais un autre moi-même, alors j'ai posé le
premier acte de la communauté sans laquelle aucune institution n'aura de solidité.
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when I begin to interest myself in the real presence of men, to recognize this presence before me, to learn of the person thus revealed to me [and] the you that it offers
me; [when I] no longer see a “third party,” an anybody, a mere living thing and a
stranger, but another myself — in this way I have posited the first act of community
without which no institution will have solidity.203

To claim to have a “love for humanity,” he continues, is mere “pedantry” unless one can
“prove” that one has an “active and attentive taste for singular persons, an open door to
every stranger.”204 In this and the preceding passage, indeed, we find represented all three
aspects of the personalist idea I have emphasized in the previous chapter: a call to a practice
of active love, such that love will ideally be the “primary tie” in a community; a way of
seeing the other before me, as a “real presence” rather than “an anybody” (there is nothing
here of Kearney’s dialectic of presence and absence, though the language of “real presence”
evokes readily enough the theology of the Eucharist, which Mounier could not but have
had in mind, and there we find implied an interplay of presence and absence that leads one
to suspect that Mounier’s affirmation here could be made to accord in broad strokes with
Kearney’s account); and an invitation to “open one’s door to every stranger,” recognizing
and, frankly, seeing the person not as a stranger but as presenting a “you,” or a “Thou,” to
me.
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b. Break with the "Established Disorder"
Let us now consider the second major claim in the Manifeste especially relevant to
our purpose: namely, that in order to achieve a right understanding and practice of personal
and communal life, one must “break” with the established disorder of the modern world.
This speaks directly to the question of purity in Mounier’s early work and is developed
most fully in Part Four of the Manifeste, where he presents what he calls “principles of
personalist action.”205
Mounier presents these principles under three headings: comment faire, que faire,
and avec qui — roughly, how to act, what to do, and with whom?206 Concerning the “how”:
he begins by speaking against what he calls the “illusion of action,”207 by which one might
be led to adhere to a cause merely because one has an active disposition, not out of a deeper
commitment to its specific aims. One should not simply take sides “with any existing
blocs”208 of political action, Mounier writes, but remain conscious of the basic reasons for
one’s involvement and attentive to the possibility that one is simply playing out a political
“myth” rather than furthering the “spiritual revolution” personalism calls for — a revolution which, it is held, cuts through and beyond all myths and ideologies. To ensure that one
is not swept up into received forms and blocs of political life, one ought always to precede
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a major political action by a “retreat,” to preserve the connection between “spirituality”
and “thought and action.”209
Mounier’s account of the “what” of personalist action most clearly exposes the
problem of purity in his thinking: one should look beyond efforts merely to seize power or
instigate social upheaval, he writes, and keep in mind what is most needful: a “profound
reconstruction of a whole period of civilization.”210 One must begin by being “aroused” to
“a state of disquietude” concerning one’s “naive opinions” and commonsense intuitions,
and recognize that one is oneself a participant, “hitherto unconscious perhaps, in this disorder [of society] through the spontaneous attitudes of [one’s] daily life.”211 Having thus
dispelled the supposed securities of one’s life, one must then make a principled “break with
the structures of the disorder.”212 As he writes:

Si les appareils du monde moderne sont viciés par le principe même de sa civilisation, nous n'avons sur eux aucun pouvoir tant que de l'existence globale de cette
civilisation ils recevront une source permanente de perversion. Une action de réforme ou de redressement moral est désarmée devant les fatalités massives du désordre établi. … [E]lle doit être une rupture avec les appareils, et jamais avec les
personnes, qui ne se réduisent ni aux appareils qui les englobent, ni même aux paroles qu'elles prononcent.
If the structures (appareils) of the modern world are vitiated by the very principle
of its civilization, we have no power over them so long as, in the global existence
of this civilization, [these structures] receive a permanent source of perversion
209
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[from this principle of modern civilization]. An action of reform or moral redress
will be disarmed before the massive inevitabilities of the established disorder. … It
must be a break with structures and never with persons, who can be reduced neither
to the structures that encompass them nor even the words they pronounce.213

Apparent here is a division, radical indeed, between “the modern world,” with “its principle” and “structures,” calling to mind again Berdyaev’s categorical rejection of modernity,
and “persons,” which are held to be distinct not only from the structures in which they
participate but even from “the words they pronounce.” The person, here, appears as a great
reserve of promise within the established disorder of the present: we find a confidence in
the prospect that persons can, through retreat, self-reflection, and collective action, overcome “the massive inevitabilities” of modern civilization and “profoundly reconstruct” the
whole modern period.
In this promise, we can see clearly what I am calling the drive to purity in Mounier’s
early thinking: a purity, that is, from collaboration with the “structures” and very “principle” of modernity, which is treated here as a kind of massive, “perverse” singularity. What
lies beyond this modern singularity is unclear — to act based on a hope that we could reach
beyond it seems a risk indeed, and critics might rightly suppose it to be a fantasy. Yet the
possibility that this kind of self-removal from the modern world can be achieved seems
clearly to be a major premise of Mounier’s view in the period, and he does provide some
examples of what forms such a removal might take. His central idea concerns the formation
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of “organic communities” or “separate cells of action”: “in place of mass propaganda we
shall have the establishment of personalist cells.” In illustration of this, he writes:
men may unite to establish a business enterprise on other than capitalist lines, to
form a credit union, to form a society for studying the personalist requirements
relative to their professions, to organize a cultural circle, or to support by their own
personal contributions a review or journal for spreading personalist ideas.214

A specific example of the kind of community Mounier seems to have had in mind here is
the Mondragon Corporation in Spain, the fabled worker-owned cooperative. This corporation was founded in 1956, but the groundwork for the venture had been laid by the Catholic
priest regarded as its founder, Fr. José María Arizmendiarrieta, who had come to
Mondragon in 1941 and begun to establish the series of small cooperatives out of which
the corporation would be formed. Arizmendiarrieta was a close reader of Mounier, adopting especially his understanding of the inextricable relationship between economic and
moral renewal.215 To trace the relation between Mounier’s ideas and Arizmendiarrieta’s
work at Mondragon is a task for a different project, and I note the fact of the connection
here only to indicate that Mounier’s ideas did have some impact on actual economic developments in his time. They might have a similar impact today.
In any case: Mounier concludes this discussion of the “what” of personalist action
by speaking of the means to be employed in such action (they must be both “spiritual” and
“collective”), then concludes Part Four, and the Manifeste, by considering “with whom”
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personalists should work. The key task, he says, is to establish a common front composed
of “a minority of intellectuals and bourgeois” whose “spiritual conversion has freed [them]
from the perversions of their culture and their class interests,” and “the ranks of the real
people,” who through their work and willingness to take “vital risks” have “preserved the
better part of themselves from political deformation.”216 Left aside here are the majority of
intellectuals, who are “infected with false liberalism,” and the bourgeoisie, who are concerned primarily to ensure the security of their property.
In Mounier’s early thinking, then, personalism was conceived of as a political
movement able to plant the seeds of a civilizational transformation. This movement was to
be “pure” in the sense of escaping, in Mounier’s view, the political and philosophical decay
that he, like Berdyaev, believed to be so advanced in the early decades of the twentieth
century.

c. The Dark Night of Vichy
The intervening event, if one can call it that, which led Mounier to a more open
understanding of personalism — to the shift I have identified, that is, from a personalism
of purity to a personalism of engagement — was the Second World War, and particularly
the rise of the Vichy regime. John Hellman and others in recent decades have painted a
new and more complicated picture of Mounier’s involvement with Vichy than earlier commentators had done.217 For though Mounier was a strong opponent of fascism throughout
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his life, and though Esprit was ultimately suppressed by Vichy (from September 1941
through November 1944) and Mounier himself was forced to go into hiding, the fact of
Vichy presented major challenges for him and the circle of figures we have considered in
this chapter. For Maritain, Berdyaev, Marc and Mounier alike had all been decrying the
inadequacies and corruption of the Third Republic for a full decade prior to the rise of
Vichy — and suddenly, the Third Republic had fallen. Were they to celebrate this? What
made matters worse was that Vichy adopted the language of personalism in many of its
public statements, not of the variety particular to the figures discussed here, but in the general sense the term had acquired on the French scene at the time, seeming as it did to offer
a “third way” between the capitalist individualism of the West and the Soviet collectivism
of the East. This development apparently led Berdyaev to drop the term — one struggles
to find it in his works after the start of the war — and did much to motivate Maritain’s turn
to liberal democracy and especially the discourse of human rights, rather than personalism
as a distinct movement, as means to promote a recognition of the “primacy of the spiritual.”

2002). See also Zeev Sternhell’s Neither Right Nor Left: Fascist Ideology in France (Sternhell 1986), especially pp. 213-222 and 273-82. Sternhell writes, commenting on Mounier’s initial willingness to work with
Vichy: “the case of Mounier is particularly interesting, first of all because he was a figure of exceptional
moral rectitude, whose influence in the immediate postwar period was considerable. His behavior under the
Occupation demonstrates the deep moral malaise, the disgust with the regime, and the longing for change
that existed in France. That someone like Mounier could choose to work for more than a year within the
framework of the Vichy regime shows that almost anything seemed preferable at that time to a return to the
former situation” (pp. 273-4). Mounier’s influence in the “immediate postwar period” was indeed “considerable,” and studies of Mounier’s work, especially following his sudden death at the height of his powers, at
times tended toward hagiography (see for example Rauch 1972). The great function of Hellman’s and Sternhell’s complication of an overly-neat picture of Mounier as a hero of the Resistance is to offer a more accurate
view of the social and political dynamics both at the time of the war in the France and also of the personalist
movement. A closer study of both Hellman’s and Sternhell’s largely sympathetic critiques of Mounier in
relation to a careful study of Mounier’s writings and understand of his own personalism in the period is
certainly merited, and would add a useful further dimension to my own account of his work in this study. It
is also noteworthy that the English translation of Sternhell 1986 unaccountably omits a full chapter devoted
to Mounier in the French edition of 1983. To have Sternhell’s full account of Mounier in this study available
in English would be of great value to an English-language readership.
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This new perspective is most evident in Maritain’s The Rights of Man and Natural Law of
1942 and Christianity and Democracy of 1943.218
Soon after the establishment of Vichy, Mounier accepted a position as a lecturer at
a new school, set up in an old castle in the town of Uriage as a training ground for Vichy
leaders. Early accounts of Mounier’s activities at this time did not omit this, but presented
Mounier as working to oppose the regime “from within,” as a secret member of the Resistance. This may be true, yet as Hellman and the Israeli historian Zeev Sternhell have
shown,219 there is no evidence of a connection between Mounier and the Resistance in this
period and he himself seems to have been enthusiastic about his role at Uriage, at least
initially. He was among its most popular lecturers. The fact that Vichy dismissed Mounier
and suppressed Esprit, according to Hellman and Sternhell, was less due to any suspicion
of Resistance sympathies on his part and more due to what can be called intra-personalist
conflicts: certain ideologists in the regime regarded Mounier and his brand of personalism
as confusing and inadequately supportive of the regime’s interests. One may also note
Mounier’s link to Maritain, which was problematic for the regime even if Mounier’s and
Maritain’s relations had cooled; they corresponded for the last time220 in 1939. For Maritain
was one of Vichy’s most prominent and vocal opponents, now from his position at Princeton University in the United States, and it was well known that he had underwritten the
Esprit project from the start.
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We conclude this early period of Mounier’s personalism with Mounier himself in
hiding in a cottage in the south of France, writing in isolation as a “personalist” regime
holds sway across the country. “A human person who is isolated,” we have seen him say,
“is nothing.” This seems to have been a dark night for Mounier. He emerged from it with
a new way of thinking.

A Personalism of Engagement
In the 1940s, both during and after the war, Mounier was devoted to rearticulating
personalism as a philosophy first and foremost, rather than a political movement. He also
did much to develop his own standing as a philosopher, beyond his profile as a proponent
of personalism. While in hiding during the war, he composed a biting Nietzschean critique
of what he regarded as the tepid, bourgeois Christianity of his time, L'affrontement chrétien
(The Christian Confrontation), published in 1944,221 as well as a voluminous study of human character, Traité du caractère (translated as The Character of Man), published in
1946.222 Neither is concerned explicitly with his account of personalism and so both fall
beyond our scope here, yet both would have to figure prominently in a fuller study of
Mounier’s work.
Another of Mounier’s works in this period is also notable for its contribution to
recasting personalism as a philosophy and Mounier himself as a philosopher, though like
the others cited it does not concern personalism in a direct way: namely the popular 1946
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Introduction aux existentialismes223 (published in English as Existentialist Philosophies the
following year224). Mounier says little about personalism here, though he does claim that
“[t]here is a close similarity between existentialist preoccupations and personalist preoccupations” and that “existentialism presents a picture of a kind of intensified personalism.”225 The relation between personalism and existentialism as presented here by Mounier
is most apparent visually, in fact, in a diagram included near the beginning of the book,
captioned “The Existentialist Tree.”226 This is reproduced on the following page.
On this tree, personalism is given the smallest branch, nestled between branches
representing the work of the Christian convert Gabriel Marcel and the agnostic Karl Jaspers. It is notable that the branch representing Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Sartre, all atheists,
is set at some remove from the tangle of branches on the right, nearly all of which represent
the work of Christian theists, with the exceptions of Martin Buber and Jaspers. Most notable for our purposes is Mounier’s effort to identify personalism as a part of existentialism.
Its branch is the only one representing a movement rather than a proper name — with the
exception of Stoicism, which anyway is a root. To conceive of personalism as a variety of
existentialism, of course, casts it more as a philosophy than a political movement, a movement tainted, at this point by its association with the turmoil of the 1930s and, in certain
ways, with Vichy.
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Yet let us turn to our main purpose in this section: to consider Mounier’s movement
from a personalism of purity to a personalism of engagement. This shift is most apparent
in three of his works of this period: the essay “Personnalisme catholique” of 1940, and the
books Qu’est-ce que personnalisme? (What is Personalism?) of 1947 and Le Personnalisme of 1949. I will consider each in turn, focusing especially on their differences with
respect to Mounier’s earlier ideas as discussed above.
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a. “Personnalisme catholique” (1940)
“Personnalisme catholique,” an extended essay of 58 pages in English translation,
first appeared in three installments in Esprit in 1940.227 It was published in English in 1944
(anonymously, for reasons I have been unable to determine) as “Catholic Personalism
Faces Our Times.”228 This work is exceptional among Mounier’s accounts of personalism
as it is the only one to consider personalism exclusively in relation to Catholicism. In the
Manifeste and the two other works on which we will focus here — which are, together, all
three of his book-length presentations of personalism — personalism is presented as a
broad current in Western thought, not a movement within Christianity. Christianity is said
to be among its decisive sources, but Mounier takes care to insist that it is not exclusively
a Christian view. In all three of these works, he often presents two ways of conceiving of a
given matter. In Le Personnalisme, for example, in speaking of the idea of a vocation, he
writes: “[Vocation] is a word rich in meaning to the Christian, who believes in the allembracing appeal of one Person. But a personalist standpoint is sufficiently defined even
in this thought, that the significance of every person is such that he is irreplaceable in the
position he occupies in the world of persons.” This proposal of alternative vocabularies is
typical. Nowhere in any of these works, indeed, does he appeal to or even mention Jesus
Christ. In this essay, his approach is both similar and different: similar with respect to his
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tone, for he is still writing as a thinker of personalism, not a Catholic theologian, but different with respect to his audience, for he is clearly writing to be read by Catholics and
makes little effort to provide alternative, non-Christian vocabularies.
Mounier begins in a way very relevant to our own purpose: with a reference to “the
personalist idea.”229 He rarely speaks of this “idea” in his writings, and this seems to be his
most substantial reference to it in his works directly concerned with personalism. Expressing concern that the “formulas” of personalism have been co-opted by an “impenitent individualism” — that is, been used to prop up decaying individualist and bourgeois “forms
of civilization,” this being a frequent concern in his writings of this period — he poses the
question: “why should what has come to be known as ‘the personalist idea’ be spared the
common fate of all living ideas; why should it, of all others, be exempt from the ordinary
handicap of misinterpretations, approximations, simplifications, and errors that attend
every achievement of nascent consciousness?”230 Here he appeals to John Henry Newman’s The Development of Christian Doctrine of 1846. The long, well-known passage he
quotes is worth reproducing here, for it offers a vividly accurate description of the development of the personalist idea as Mounier seems to have understood it around this time.
Any new idea, Newman writes,

necessarily rises out of an existing state of things, and for a time savours of the soil.
Its vital element needs disengaging from what is foreign and temporary, and is employed in efforts after freedom which become more vigorous and hopeful as its
years increase. Its beginnings are no measure of its capabilities, nor of its scope. At
first no one knows what it is, or what it is worth. It remains perhaps for a time
229
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quiescent; it tries, as it were, its limbs, and proves the ground under it, and feels its
way. From time to time it makes essays which fail, and are in consequence abandoned. It seems in suspense which way to go; it wavers, and at length strikes out in
one definite direction. In time it enters upon strange territory; points of controversy
alter their bearing; parties rise and around it; dangers and hopes appear in new relations; and old principles reappear under new forms. It changes with them in order
to remain the same. In a higher world it is otherwise, but here below to live is to
change, and to be perfect is to have changed often.231

Several elements must have struck to Mounier here as reflective of his own understanding
of the development of personalism and its “idea”: that this idea “arose out of an existing
state of things,” from a certain “soil,” and soon “disengaged from what is foreign and temporary”; that “[a]t first no one knows what it is,” that it “makes essays which fail,” and that
it “changes with” its changing circumstances “in order to remain the same.”
The essay exhibits many signs of Mounier’s having become aware of and begun to
overcome the more categorical, either-or attitude of the Manifeste, and in one place he
considers the “temptation to purity” explicitly. This is especially strong in the modern
world, he believes, yet an “absolute purity” of means and ends is “never realizable, for the
Kingdom is not of this world.” The idea that such a purity actually is realizable can only
be a “murderous idol”:

Either it raises up fanatics … sons of Robespierre, who forge for it the instruments
of the worst spiritual imperialism; or else it begets defeatists who retire … from the
world in order to protect an “interior life” or a studied affectation of integrity.232
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Mounier’s claim in this passage — that a drive to purity is wont to slip into “imperialism”
or “defeatism” — is echoed and developed further in his first major statement of personalism after the war, in Qu’est-ce que personnalisme?, and we will have more to say about it
in that context. Here, it will be useful to note just three examples he provides in this essay
of ways to overcome this temptation to purity.
The first concerns the “movements” of individualization and personalization, which
we saw him introduce already in the Manifeste four years earlier. Here his accounts of these
are more developed and he takes more effective steps to avoid slipping into what he calls
a “crassly dualistic aberration,” one that would allot to the individual “whatever is bodily,
particular, temporal, mundane” and treat the person as “a sort of abstract power or sublime
angelic existence scarcely incarnate at all.”233 “Christian anthropology,” he states, “rules
out any such disjunction” and “Christian humanism” in particular “repudiates Manichaean
temptations.”234 These two movements are now said to correspond to a “dispersion” and a
“concentration,” respectively: a dispersion, that is, by which the individual sinks into what
Martin Heidegger called the world of “one” and of inauthenticity, the world of “das Man”;
and a concentration, by which the person “recollects” herself through an active commitment to her singular “vocation.”235 Concepts of the “individual” and the “person” should
thus be understood as indicating these movements, and one cannot have one without the
other. Through this series of associations, leading from “person” to “personalization” to
“concentration” to “commitment” to “vocation,” Mounier succeeds in shifting his concern
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from the purity of theory to the reality of practice: from the theoretical question, “what is
a person?,” that is, to the far more vexing, practical question, “how ought one to pursue
one’s vocation?,” or really “how ought I to pursue mine?” This is characteristic of his later
work, as he tends to leave aside detailed theoretical concerns in favor of a broader and more
exhortatory account of personalism as a space in which one is better enabled to comprehend
one’s own practical engagement with the world — an engagement which cannot remain
“pure,” but is thoroughly bound up with the very real circumstances of one’s historical
moment.
A second way in which Mounier works to overcome the temptation to purity is in
his emphasis on the idea of the incarnation, late in the text. “The Incarnation,” he writes,
“is not a myth exterior to history.” It is rather “[a] mystery transcending history [which]
nevertheless unfurls itself in the full blaze of history.” This “mystery,” not myth, appears,
he continues, in “[t]he carnal condition of the human person, which not a few Christian
theologians have misunderstood.” This condition he calls “the dominant theme of Catholic
thought and feeling.”236 Yet whereas “the realism of the Middle Ages” richly expressed and
preserved this theme — a claim with which Berdyaev would agree — it has, in the period
after Descartes, “lost itself in two abortive adventures”: “of matter made exclusively subservient to technology” and “of a disincarnate spirit.”237 As a contrast to both of these adventures, Mounier points to “Catholic anthropology and spirituality,” of which “the primary idea has to do with the indissoluble soul-and-body composite.”238 This idea decisively
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shapes Catholic ethics, he claims: for in its affirmation of our embodied and indeed fleshy
character, he insists, Catholic ethics is not affirming an “abstraction,” but rather the fact of
my real and very particular situation in “this corner of the universe whence I have derived
by blood, my language, my parents, my condition” and “this epoch which has fashioned
me.”239 Here as above, we find a claim that any philosophy or spirituality of personalism
must be engaged with the real, physical, and time-bound world in which it is situated.
A third way of overcoming the temptation to purity is apparent in Mounier’s account of neighborly love and our encounter with others. He frames this by way of contrast,
perhaps surprisingly, with the Carl Schmitt’s account of the friend-enemy relation, which
he, Schmitt, held to be definitive of political life. “Reversing this formula,” Mounier writes,
“we may say that the ability to discover one’s neighbor is the fundamental factor in Christian life.”240 Mounier’s inversion of Schmitt here is striking: not for the fact that Schmitt
happens to focus on enemy-relations where Mounier happens to focus on neighbor-relations, but for the fact that Schmitt’s account of friend-enemy relations is one of the most
intense and categorical claims in modern political theory, and a became defining proposition of German fascism. Schmitt is not simply “focusing” on such relations, then, but making them definitive of “the political” itself. In his inversion of Schmitt’s account, we can
take Mounier to be making a similar claim: that the relations one bears to one’s neighbors
are similarly intense, categorical, and thoroughly definitive of Christian life.
It is in “the discovery of this you,” this other, he continues, “that I come to know
person and my own person too.” This discovery is said to be a fruit of the “hard ascesis of
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understanding someone else, the apprenticeship of love, the acquaintance with liberty experienced no longer as vague spontaneity … but in the form of resistance and appeal.”241
Following Gabriel Marcel, Mounier notably identifies this transformation “of a him into a
you” as the beginning of “religion.” Explaining this claim, he writes:

If the supreme vocation of the person is to make himself divine by making the world
divine, to personalize himself supernaturally by making the world personal, his
daily bread henceforth is not to give pain, not to divert himself or to accumulate
external good, but hourly to make neighbors on every side. His everyday demeanor
… must be one of availability, acceptance, presence, responsiveness, understanding, of welcoming.242

If we can come to know our own person only by the “hard ascesis” of neighborly love and
encounter, facing always the challenges of “resistance and appeal,” little space is left for
saccharine or “angelic” conceptions of personal or spiritual life that remain distant from
others and the practical concerns of one’s time. In this latter passage, too, we find the added
dimension of “divinization”: the point of this hard ascesis is thus not only to secure improved material or even spiritual conditions for others or for ourselves, but to show forth
the “mystery” of the incarnation, whereby, from the perspective of a specifically Catholic
personalism, both matter and time are enabled to participate in the life of the Trinity. Nowhere else in Mounier’s writings on personalism, where most often he is concerned to
appeal to a broad audience, are these theological dimensions of his personalism made so
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apparent, though one is left upon reading this text with a sense of the great importance they
had for Mounier himself.

b. Qu’est-ce que personnalisme? (1947)
In the remainder of this section, I examine Mounier’s two other major works of this
later period of his thinking about personalism. We can treat these more briefly, as the main
outlines of the content of his position roughly accords with their expression in “Personnalisme catholique,” even if, as noted, he takes steps here to provide a broader range of vocabularies. Our aim will be to consider how each shows a development beyond the personalism of purity of Mounier’s earlier work, toward a personalism of engagement.
In Qu’est-ce que personnalisme? (What is Personalism?) of 1947 (QP243),
Mounier’s primary concern is the history and development of the personalist movement,
whereas in Le Personnalisme of 1949 (LP) he is more concerned to present a schematic
account of his mature view for a wide and popular audience.244 There is indeed something
autobiographical and even confessional about QP: as Mounier writes in its introduction,
“A young man starting out in life arms himself with many denials, some of which are
strengthened with the passage of time, others, which were useful as a starting point, giving
place to more comprehensive investigation.”245 In light of his own and his colleagues’ development along these lines, he says, “we are once more stating, as we did ten years ago
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[in the Manifeste], the position of the personalist movement.” He goes on again to express
a concern that the language of personalism has been used to support various kinds of individualism (“forms of civilization condemned by history”) and even used by some “as a
cover for their incapacity to endure the long discipline of action.” Of course he claims to
find the term “personalism” still useful, but also makes clear, in a new way, that “to be a
personalist does not mean abandoning earlier loyalties”: one can be a Christian, a socialist,
or even a communist and still be a personalist. This allowance alone is a major departure
from the claims and spirit of the Manifeste.
It is notable, of course, especially given our broad purpose in this project to find
ways for the personalist idea to contribute a new ethos of respect for persons that can inform the practice of (specifically) political liberalism, that Mounier omits “liberal” from
the list of views one might combine with personalism. Yet this is perhaps not surprising,
given that liberalism was for Mounier throughout his career treated as a rough synonym
for “individualism,” and according to Mounier’s view of history the liberal “form of civilization” had been “condemned”; its practice and ways of thinking had degenerated and
decayed, that is, as do all living things over time. But liberalism had not always been senescent. An interesting light is cast on Mounier’s omission of liberalism here by a remark
he makes midway through the text, that “liberalism in its heyday” and the work of “the
great jurists of [17]89” was “impregnated with personalism”246; on the last page of the
book, also, he comments that personalism “would, no doubt, have been liberal in 1789.”247
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These admissions themselves speak to the increased openness of Mounier’s view in this
later period and increased appreciation for the complexities of the relationship between
“spiritual values” and the historical forms in which they find expression, about which we
will have more to say in a moment.
The distinction we are emphasizing between purity and engagement is of course
borrowed from Mounier himself, as noted above, and he presents it in some detail in the
opening chapters of QP. In his account of the “personalism of purity,” he states that the
personalist movement was formed most immediately in response to the global effects of
the Wall Street crash of 1929.248 The young soon-to-be personalists were dissatisfied, he
writes, both with the Marxist explanation of the crisis, according to which it was a crisis of
economic structures, and with the “traditionally spiritual” explanation, according to which
it was a crisis of values. They felt it must be both. In a line paraphrased from Charles Péguy,
and which must have caught the attention of Fr. José María Arizmendiarrieta, founder of
the Mondragon cooperatives, they maintained: “the moral revolution will be economic or
there will be no revolution. The economic revolution will be moral, or nothing.”249 Yet a
problem arose: for so concerned were these young revolutionaries to maintain the purity of
their revolution and their own individual purity as its avant-garde, Mounier says, that they
spent too little time developing the actual means to achieve it. As he states this point:

a certain preoccupation with purity, or integrity, tended to be the dominant factor in
our outlook; purity of values, purity of means. As intellectuals, we tended to seek
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firstly for a purification of concepts and, although we were opposed to the individualism of the period, it did, nevertheless, affect us.250

Here Mounier acknowledges what we have seen in considering the Manifeste, that he and
his colleagues spent “a great deal of time on … [the] delicate task of dissociation [and] the
rupture between a Christian order and established disorder.”251 Yet it was in their concern
for the “absolute” that they made what proved to be a major mistake, and Mounier’s precise
formulation of this is significant: the mistake was that of “trying to realize the absolute in
the relative,” meaning an effort to implement spiritual values in history, rather than trying
to “[think] out the relative against a background of the absolute, in order to keep the relative
on a level from which, left to itself, it would inevitably slip.”252
This is a crucial distinction and sets in relief the nature of the shift in Mounier’s
thinking we have been considering. For we find two different approaches here: first, an
attempt to “realize” absolute values in history, which assumes that these values are sufficiently invariant to make possible an adequate knowledge of them; and second, an attempt
to “think out” the particular problems of our historical moment “against a background of
the absolute,” which requires a greater degree of engagement with movement and change.
A “background” after all is something that tends to be out of focus, as in a photographic
image; it plays a role in shaping our perception of our immediate, foreground concerns, but
cannot be a substitute for engagement with those concerns in their particularity and cannot
indicate in a detailed way how we ought to engage them.
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This distinction can be aligned with the distinction between purity and engagement
on which we have focused here. A personalism of purity, I will maintain, focuses on the
former of these approaches: on the effort to define “values,” that is, then work to implement
them in one’s particular circumstances. It is an approach that starts from an a priori account
of these values themselves. A personalism of engagement, by contrast, starts from “the
relative,” from our circumstances themselves, then acts within those circumstances in such
a way as to maintain what Gabriel Marcel would later call a “creative fidelity”253 to our
values without imagining that we have a very definite or fixed account of them or that we
could simply “implement” them.
A further, related step Mounier takes here is also telling, and exhibits a different
understanding of the relation between historical circumstances and the “absolute” than one
finds in his earlier work. According to that earlier view, the absolute was held to be categorically distinct from the relative circumstances of history: all historical systems of
thought and practice were to be set aside in order to build the new personalist civilization,
and even this civilization itself could never be realized in history. This new civilization, in
its fullest sense, could never be more than a guiding myth or eschatological ideal. Thus
there seems to have been no way whatsoever for Mounier’s “absolute” actually to be realized: current systems did not express it, and even the hoped-for personalist civilization
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could not hope to do so fully. History and the absolute, in this view, are held to be permanently distinct, at least prior to the eschaton.
Here in his later view, Mounier does not separate the absolute from the relative so
starkly. The absolute is rather said to be “hidden” in history (as we learn, he says, from the
“great tradition” of Dionysius, John of the Cross, Pascal, Kierkegaard, and Kafka). He
writes:

History is not a relativity born and dying afresh at each instant, but the faithful,
perpetually renewed image of the absolute, which shines from above on Heraclitus’
river and blends its radiance with those transient waters.254

To make this image more concrete, we can note that Mounier now encourages his readers,
later on in QP, to engage with the positions he had dismissed in the Manifeste — materialism, collectivism, and traditional spirituality in all their varieties — and “go to the very
heart” of these views; all of them views which he calls “forces to be surpassed.”255 Speaking of these three in turn, he writes: the “materialist experience,” “collectivist drive,” and
“need for the spiritual” are all “authentic in modern man.” To enter into dialogue with one
who holds these views, one cannot make an appeal from somewhere “beyond” them —
from the standpoint of some wholly different view, that is, like personalism — but must
demonstrate that one “share[s]” the other’s “aspirations and difficulties.” Otherwise, the
other “will quite reasonably consider that we are not competent to speak to him.”
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Mounier’s notion of the absolute, then, to return to that language, is more clearly
infused into history here in his later view. It is not something that only a certain elite of
“persons” can perceive and respond to, or something to which “the modern world” is categorically blind. History itself, rather, including the modern world, is said to be “an image
of the absolute” — perhaps confused or “worn out,” but capable of and demanding renewal.

c. Le Personnalisme (1949)
Le Personnalisme of 1949 (LP) is quite a different work from QP, as noted above.
It is the only of Mounier’s works still in print in English today and certainly his most widely
read. As a part of the “Que sais-je” series of the Presses Universitaires de France (similar
in certain ways to the “Very Short Introductions” published by Oxford University Press
today), LP was intended as a substantive summary statement of the meaning of “personalism” for a broad audience of non-specialists. Given this summary character, it reiterates
many of the claims we have considered above, but also exhibits some telling differences.
One main feature of this work stands out as indicative of the shift in Mounier’s
thinking from purity to engagement: namely the fact that nearly all of LP is framed in terms
of a notion of “the personal universe,” a choice of term recalling Mounier’s claim, in “Personnalisme catholique,” that “the supreme vocation of the person is … to personalize himself supernaturally by making the world personal.” The person, Mounier says here, is “a
centre of re-orientation of the objective universe.” By means of this re-orientation (in one
place he uses the theological term metanoia to characterize this256), a different universe is
“revealed,” hidden in the universe understood materially. The revelation of this personal
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universe, and prospect that it should be built and created in history, is said to be “the immanent goal of every human spirit and of the whole travail of nature.”257 As Mounier puts
it a bit further on,

The emergence of the personal universe does not arrest the course of natural history,
but takes it up into the history of man, without wholly bending it thereto. … [This]
universe does not yet exist except in individual or collective exceptions, in promises
yet to be redeemed; yet its progressive conquest is the essential history of mankind.258

Again, nearly the whole of LP — all of Part One, the first seven of its eight chapters — is
dedicated to examining “different levels” of the “structure” of this personal universe.259
Chapters 1-2 concern its “movement toward unification” (embodied existence and communication) while Chapters 3-7 concern “elements of internal differentiation and tension”
(conversion, confrontation, limits on freedom, self-transcendence, and engagement).260 A
single final chapter, called Part Two, concerns the application of this “general method and
perspective” set forth in Part One to contemporary social and political problems. The inversion of concern here as compared to the Manifeste is striking, as the large majority of
that earlier work concerned the kinds of social and political matters that are here given
scant attention — even if in our own reading of the Manifeste here we have focused mainly
on its theoretical account of personalism).
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The more substantial dimension of this difference, however, is not just this shift
toward a focus on “the general method and perspective” of personalism, but the fact that
this method and perspective is described in terms of a “personal universe” rather than a
“form of civilization.” For here, the new emphasis is clearly on the dynamics of the lives
of individual persons — their practices and engagements with others, in community — and
far less on the chorus of abstractions that had occupied Mounier’s attention in earlier works:
materialism, collectivism, liberalism, socialism, and so forth. Clearly, he has come to believe that the crisis of the modern world as a whole can best be addressed not by lingering
in this nettle of “-isms,” but only through the concrete initiative and action of individual
persons, working together to transform modern culture from within, not without.
Mounier concludes LP by expressing a perhaps surprising hope for the future of
personalism:

It cannot but be the hope of every personalist that these positions [discussed in Part
Two] will develop as discovery proceeds, until the word “personalism” itself be one
day forgotten, because there will no longer be any need to direct attention to what
will have become the common and accepted knowledge of the situation of mankind.261

From our vantage today, more than sixty-five years after Mounier wrote these words, it
seems clear that at least a part of this hope has come to pass: “personalism” has been forgotten. Yet how can we answer the further and more pressing question of whether its understanding of “the situation of mankind” has indeed become common and accepted
knowledge? This remains unclear. One way to develop an answer is to consider how the
261
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ideas of Mounier’s personalism, and of other forms of expression of the “personalist idea”
that animate it, have been developed by other authors and actors, as we do in the two remaining chapters of this study.

Conclusion
As indicated at the start of this chapter, we have dwelt on this shift in Mounier’s
thinking, from a personalism of purity to a personalism of engagement, in order to better
understand the dynamics of the personalist idea as he develops it as well as this idea’s
constructive prospects today. I have stated already my belief that this shift shows us both
what the personalist idea can mean today and also what it not need mean.
First, what it can mean: the personalist idea can be taken to indicate, I argue, both
for Mounier and for us today, a method and perspective that promises to transform our
experience in at least three ways, as I have suggested in chapter two: namely how we see
the world and ourselves as a seer (a “way of seeing”); how we encounter others, namely as
a you rather than a him or her (a “mode of encounter”); and how we conceive of and practice love as the “primary tie” in our communities, this being a prospect to which Mounier
remained committed throughout his career. All three of these aspects of the personalist idea
have made an appearance in our study of Mounier.
Yet the value of this study is not simply in its reiteration of these aspects. Rather, it
is the details of Mounier’s development that are most instructive: beginning, as he did,
from a dangerous fascination with “purity,” then moving toward a more open expression
of personalism and the personalist idea. For in a positive sense, they show how some of the
most basic ideas of Christian theology, notably of the incarnation and the prospect of a
transformative personal conversion, can inform and motivate the work of a movement
153

which, in its practice and self-conception, remains “secular” in the sense of actively seeking and promoting the engagement of all persons, regardless of their theoretical commitments.
Second, I would claim that the details of Mounier’s development also help to make
clear what, for us, personalism and the personalist idea not need mean, and even what they
ought not to mean. They need not mean, that is, that one must begin from an a priori definition of the person or of a hierarchy of values, which then one “implements” in history.
Cultural politics are more complex than this, and Mounier’s own education toward this fact
sets it plainly in relief. It is for this reason that I have proposed that the personalist idea be
drawn upon to inform an ethos of respect for persons, not regarded a source of fixed truths
about ourselves as persons that might serve as just more fodder for culture wars. For
Mounier himself, in his later work, took a promising approach toward culture wars of this
kind, by focusing on the work of constructive immanent critique and dialogue, that is, rather than the abstract contestations of systems of thought. Of the latter, we surely need no
more today than we have.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
A REVOLUTION OF THE HEART

In this fourth chapter, I focus on the context of the mid-twentieth century United
States, from the 1930s through roughly the 1970s, and specifically the origins, philosophy
and practice of the Catholic Worker movement. It will be my claim that this movement,
founded in 1933 by Peter Maurin (1877-1949) and Dorothy Day (1897-1980), is and has
long been a prominent site of the practice of personalism, and specifically Mounier’s personalist communitarianism. Maurin and Day took up the language of Mounier’s personalist
communitarianism early in the movement’s history and developed that language in new
ways that made it less dependent on the context of European philosophy and better able, I
claim, to motivate practical action. Specifically, I claim that considering Maurin’s and
Day’s appropriation and development of the language of Mounier’s personalism, and how
they understood that language in relation to their own practice, can clarify what it might
mean for the personalist idea to inform an ethos of respect for persons today, which is my
own broader concern in this study.
We may begin by saying a bit about the Catholic Worker movement itself to help
orient the discussion to follow. Peter Maurin and Dorothy Day met in December of 1932.
Maurin was an émigré from France who had for some years been a kind of wandering
scholar, working odd jobs across the United States; Day was a writer and contributor to
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left-wing periodicals in New York who had five years before converted to Roman Catholicism. I will have more to say about each of them below. If a date can be assigned to their
founding of the movement, it might be May 1, 1933 — May Day — when the newspaper
at its center, The Catholic Worker, first went on sale in Union Square in New York at a
penny per copy, still its price today. Within a year, circulation of the paper had increased to
50,000 and a number of what were called Houses of Hospitality had been established.
The movement came to understand its work as having three dimensions: “cult, culture, and cultivation,” as Maurin often put it.262 There would be a common practice of
worship (cult). There would be a common life, including both the “clarification of
thought,” through discussion, and the provision of material needs, through the practice of
the Corporal Works of Mercy (Mt. 25-31-46), especially giving food to the hungry, clothing
the naked, and sheltering the homeless (culture). There would also be a return to the land,
through the establishment of farms (cultivation). Many members of the movement practice
voluntary poverty, living in a House of Hospitality together with those whom they serve in
order to practice these works in a more direct and personal way; many also are engaged in
protest and activism, working to address the structural causes of injustice. The movement
became known especially for its pacifist opposition to all war, including the Spanish Civil
War, the Second World War, and the Vietnam War, as well as its opposition to the nuclear
arms race during the Cold War. It remains robust and active today around the United States
and in other countries through the work of more than two hundred Houses of Hospitality.
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In considering the Catholic Worker movement here, I proceed in two stages. First,
I say something about the lives and work of Maurin and Day before they met and about the
origins of the movement they founded, as this will set in relief Maurin’s and Day’s specific
contributions to the philosophy of the movement and enable a better understanding of why
and how they took up Mounier’s language and ideas in the way that they did. Then, I consider what can be meant by the idea of a specifically “Catholic Worker personalism,” examining Maurin’s and Day’s documented engagements with and references to the work of
Mounier and considering how they can be seen to have developed a form of personalism
and personalist practice unique to the Catholic Worker and different in certain important
ways from personalism as it developed in France. One commentator, Francis Sicius, offers
a pithy and helpful statement of this difference: “In Europe,” he could write in 1982, “personalism has become an abstraction, relegated to philosophical journals and conferences;
in America it flourishes on the streets in the form of Catholic activism.”263 This personalism
“on the streets” will be our concern in this chapter.

Peter Maurin and Dorothy Day
In his study of the Catholic Worker movement, A Harsh and Dreadful Love, on
which we have focused above in chapter two, William Miller records Dorothy Day’s assessment of Peter Maurin’s role in the movement, as spoken to him in conversation:

Peter Maurin is most truly the founder. I would never have had an idea in my head
about such work if it had not been for him. … Yes, he was a leader, a teacher, a
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founder. I was a journalist, a doer, but without the theory, I would have gotten nowhere.264

Maurin was surely a theorist of a kind, but one might better call him a thinker; a thinker
who did the better part of his thinking together with others, aloud, in energetic conversation
often late into the night. The apparently sole surviving recording of his voice, in which he
is reading one of what were called his “Easy Essays” — short prose poems meant to convey
complex ideas in a simple form — gives a sense of what it must have been like to listen to
him.265 He often used “American slang,” as Day writes in an article in The Catholic Worker
in 1955, and did so “in his French peasant accent, which made it very funny.”266 Maurin
himself referred to his bouts of teaching as “indoctrination,” and indeed it seems often to
have been hard for one to get a word in edgewise. The effect of this style of speaking was
augmented by Maurin’s personal appearance, which was by all accounts quite disheveled
during his time with the Catholic Worker. As Miller recounts, once in 1939 Maurin was
invited to dinner at the home of an eminent Columbia professor, yet when he arrived the
professor’s wife “thought he had come to read the gas meter and directed him to the basement, and there he sat until it dawned on the professor that it was Maurin who was sitting
submissively below.”267

264

Miller 1973, p. 17.

265

This is available online at https://archive.org/details/petermaurin, accessed 12 January 2016. Maurin offers an incantatory rendering of his “When the Irish were Irish.”
266

Day 1955b.

267

Miller 1973, p. 19.

158

Maurin was born in the south of France in 1877, one of nineteen children in a peasant family. At the age of fifteen he joined the Christian Brothers, which he left five years
later, Sicius writes, in order “to work for Christian social movements among the poor in
Paris. There he came to know Charles Péguy and other Catholic intellectuals of that era.”268
At the age of thirty-two, in 1909, he emigrated to Saskatchewan in Canada as a homesteader; in 1911, his venture fell through and he moved south to the United States, where
he rode the rails for nearly twenty years, finding work as a coal miner, janitor, and in other
odd jobs.269 By 1931, at the age of fifty-four, Maurin had established, Sicius writes, “a
rather comfortable life as a translator and tutor in upstate New York, when suddenly, he
abandoned this life and began working on a farm converted to a Catholic boys camp near
Mt. Tremper”270 — a camp which today, incidentally, is home to the Zen Mountain Monastery. In the years and months just preceding his first meeting with Day, he would commute each week from Mt. Tremper to New York City “to read in the public library and to
talk with the radicals who congregated in Union Square.”271 It was George Shuster, Miller
notes, then editor of Commonweal, “who advised Maurin to seek out Dorothy Day.”272
The story of Dorothy Day’s early life and conversion is the subject of her classic of
spiritual autobiography, The Long Loneliness (1952), as well as her earlier From Union
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Square to Rome (1938). Several excellent biographies of Day are available.273 She was
born in Brooklyn in 1897, and in 1904 moved with her family to Oakland, California, where
her father had secured work as a journalist. Displaced by the catastrophic earthquake of
1906, the Day family moved to Chicago, where they struggled to make ends meet. In 1914,
Day briefly attended the University of Illinois at Urbana. It was in these years that her
political commitments began to form. As she writes of this time in The Long Loneliness:

I was in love now with the masses. I do not remember that I was articulate or reasoned about this love, but it warmed and filled my heart. The poor and oppressed
were going to rise up, they were collectively the new Messiah, and they would release the captives. Already they had been persecuted, they had been scourged, they
had been thrown into prison and put to death, not only in other parts of the world,
but right around me in the United States.274

Day’s family moved to New York while she was in Urbana, and in 1916 she joined
them there. She found freelance work as a journalist and became involved in activism. The
story of her activities over the next ten years are too many and too rich to recount briefly
here: one can say that she continued her work as a journalist and activist, had an abortion,
entered into a brief common law marriage, published a memoir (The Eleventh Virgin), purchased a home on Staten Island with the proceeds, and fell in love with the man, Forster
Batterham, with whom in 1926 she would have a child, Tamar. I would only refer the reader
to Day’s own telling of these events, or else the fine account given by Jim Forest in his
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2011 biography of Day, All is Grace. One can perhaps best characterize Day in this time
as she herself does above: she was “a journalist, a doer,” committed to working in aid of
the poor and oppressed.
It is not to our purpose here to dwell on the story of Day’s conversion and baptism
as a Catholic, in 1927, of which again she herself and others have composed vivid accounts.
What is pressing for our own purpose is the rift her conversion opened up between her new
Catholic identity and not only her personal commitments — for it led to a break between
her and Batterham — but also her political commitments. For she had been drawn to the
Catholic Church in part because she felt it to be “the Church of the poor,” yet she also saw
in Catholic institutions a complicity with the established social and economic order; precisely the order against which she and her activist fellow workers had devoted their energies for so many years. As she writes, again in The Long Loneliness:

I knew nothing of the social teaching of the Church at that time. I had never heard
of the encyclicals. I felt that the Church was the Church of the poor … but at the
same time, I felt that it did not set its face against a social order which made so
much charity in the present sense of the word necessary. I felt that charity was a
word to choke over. Who wanted charity? And it was not just human pride but a
strong sense of man's dignity and worth, and what was due to him in justice, that
made me resent, rather than feel proud of so mighty a sum total of Catholic institutions. Besides, more and more they were taking help from the state, and in taking
from the state, they had to render to the state. … It was an age-old battle, the war
of the classes, that stirred in me when I thought of the Sacco-Vanzetti case in Boston. Where were the Catholic voices crying out for these men? How I longed to
make a synthesis reconciling body and soul, this world and the next.275
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Day would live this tension for the next five years. As Forest writes, she was searching “for
something which didn’t yet exist: a way of supporting herself and Tamar through work
which linked her religious faith, her commitment to social justice, and her vocation as a
writer. It was a journey in the dark.”276 For three months she worked as a screenwriter,
unhappily, in Hollywood; she spent half a year in Mexico. When Tamar fell ill, she returned
to the US and the pair found their way back to New York. Then suddenly, near the end of
1932, her path was surprisingly redefined.
The story is beloved by those connected with the Catholic Worker movement who
know it. On November 30, 1932, around 600 unemployed men and women departed from
Union Square for what was called the Hunger March on Washington, DC. As Forest notes,
the participants travelled by chartered bus while Day followed by public bus: she was to
report on the march for the Catholic magazines Commonweal and America. On December
8, when the marchers were allowed by court order to parade in the streets of the city, Day
stood by and watched. As she writes of this moment:

How little, how puny my work had been since becoming a Catholic, I thought. How
self-centered, how in-grown, how lacking in sense of community! My summer of
quiet reading and prayer, my self-absorption seemed sinful as I watched my brothers in their struggle, not for themselves but for others. How our dear Lord must love
them, I kept thinking to myself. They were His friends, His comrades, and who
knows how close to His heart in their attempt to work for justice.277
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December 8 is the feast of the Immaculate Conception, a holy day for Catholics, and in the
evening Day went to the the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception, then still under
construction, to mark the day. The upper church was unfinished, so Day sat in the crypt.
“There,” she writes, “I offered up a special prayer, a prayer which came with tears and with
anguish, that some way would open up for me to use what talents I possessed for my fellow
workers, for the poor.”
The next day, on December 9, she arrived back in her New York apartment in the
evening, where, she writes, “I found waiting for me a short, stocky man in his mid-fifties,
as ragged and rugged as any of the marchers I had left.” Of course it was Maurin. As she
says of her impression of him, in part:

He was a man of tremendous ambition, in spite of his simplicity, or perhaps because
of it. He wanted to make a new synthesis, as St. Thomas had done in the Middle
Ages, and he wanted to enlist the aid of a group of people in doing this. He was no
more afraid of the non-Catholic approach to problems than St. Thomas was of the
Aristotelian.278

Maurin’s aim was to “blow the dynamite,” as he put it, of the Catholic Church’s social
teaching, as expressed by Pope Leo XIII in Rerum Novarum (1891) and practiced by people
like Péguy, whom he had known in Paris. He took this phrase as the title of one of his early
Easy Essays.279 The new synthesis he sought was not to be only for Catholics: as Day
writes, “His friends were Jews, Protestants, agnostics, as well as Catholics, and he found a
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common ground with all in what he termed the Thomistic doctrine of the common good.”280
In a short time, the idea arose to form a paper in pursuit of these aims, combining Maurin’s
vision with Day’s journalistic abilities. After a brief disagreement concerning the title —
Maurin was resolved upon “The Catholic Radical,” while Day, wanting to forefront the
paper’s commitment to class struggle, insisted on “The Catholic Worker” — funds were
scraped together and an initial run of The Catholic Worker was printed. This went on sale,
as noted, on May 1, 1933, thus launching the movement that still bears its name.
I have dwelt on the history of the Catholic Worker movement’s beginnings mainly
in order to highlight its independence of French personalism, which was in 1933 anyway
only still just emerging in France. Though Maurin would later become the most prominent
advocate of Mounier’s work in the United States — a circumstance we examine more
closely below — one can rightly say that he and Mounier were working independently at
this time with many of the same sources: the works of Péguy, that is, and of Maritain and
Berdyaev from the 1920s, as we have considered in the previous chapter, as well as the
social encyclicals of the Church. A useful observation to this effect is made by Geoffrey
Gneuhs, in an article on Maurin’s “Personalist Democracy” in 1988:

Mounier’s influence on Maurin and the Catholic Worker has been significant. …
Maurin, however, did not derive his personalism from Mounier. By the time
Mounier had started publishing Esprit in 1932, Maurin had already devised his philosophy. Mounier’s personalism expressed what Maurin had already been writing
in his Essays.281
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It seems clear, then, that Maurin and Mounier occupied the same climate of 1930s French
Catholic thought and reached many of the same conclusions independently, though
whereas Maurin tended to emphasize the practical pursuit of the common good, Mounier
tended to emphasize a more abstract and one can say less “American” aim: to “remake the
Renaissance.” The Catholic Worker, in this way, we can say following Miller, did not start
out as a personalist paper, but “[i]t became a personalist paper,” in its own distinctive way,
as Maurin brought his own vision together with Mounier’s in the 1930s.

Catholic Worker Personalism
It is my claim in this study as a whole that the personalist idea, in something like
the form I have given it at the end of chapter two, can be seen to various extents to underlie
and motivate all the forms of personalism I have identified in the beginning of that same
chapter. Yet each of these forms has brought this idea to expression in a different way: a
fact that hardly needs to be underscored, given the many differences, at the level of theory,
apparent in the work of the figures I have considered. In one respect, the fact of these
differences accords, and I think not by chance, with Schleiermacher’s characterization of
the view he calls “personalism” in his On Religion of 1799, noted in chapter two: that
personalism is a way of “simultaneously conceptualizing the universe”; merely “a type
within whose realm many actual individuals [i.e. particular doctrines] have developed and
still more will develop.”282 To this I would add, in an effort to implicate more than the
space of thought and theory, that what Schleiermacher calls personalism, and what I have
called the personalist idea, also opens up a space for the development of many “actual
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individual” modes of practice. Among these too, as in the case of various ways of “conceptualizing the universe,” differences and tensions will be apparent.
For all these reasons, it is helpful to articulate the distinctly Catholic Worker form
of personalism: the specific form of expression, that is, both in thought and practice, that
Maurin and Day in particular gave to the personalist idea, understood in the general form
I have sought to give it in chapter two. My account of this idea there is built, of course, on
Miller’s account of it in his study of the Catholic Worker movement, so the fact that it
should accord with the thought and practice of that movement is no surprise. Again, however, in my own account of that idea I have sought to give it a more general form than
Miller does, and as I have said I believe there is warrant for this: for Mounier himself, at
least, as we have seen, refers to “the personalist idea” in a text of 1940, suggesting that the
term had a currency in France quite independent of the Catholic Worker movement, of
which anyway I have found no evidence that Mounier was aware. The personalist idea is
not in itself, then, according to my own general account of it, exclusively a Catholic Worker
idea, and thus more remains to be said about how this movement specifically expressed
and developed this idea both in its thought and its practice.
My aim in this portion of the chapter, accordingly, is to explore how Maurin and
Day in particular brought the personalist idea to expression in a particular way in the context of their time and place. This context was of course quite different from that of France
even in the same period, and Maurin and Day differed from Mounier both in their dispositions and aims. In developing an account of the particular form the Catholic Worker gave
to the personalist idea, I move in four stages, focusing on what I take to be four stages of
its development.
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First, I consider some of the earliest sources of the movement’s thinking in relation
to the personalist idea, namely in the work of Dostoevsky and Berdyaev. The term “personalism” was just beginning to emerge at this point, both in France and in Maurin’s thinking, yet the work of these figures did much to lay the groundwork for its reception in the
Worker movement. One commentator, Mel Piehl, has identified the work of Dostoevsky
and Berdyaev as a “diffuse but powerful intellectual influence” on the movement.283 Second, I consider Maurin’s and Day’s early documented engagements with the work of
Mounier, up until roughly the mid-1940s. In this period, the language of personalism and
communitarianism was often used explicitly and in directly reference to Mounier, and indeed Piehl has called Mounier the “foremost” early influence on the movement.284 Third,
I consider how especially Day’s understanding of personalism developed from roughly the
mid-1940s through the late 1960s by examining her references to personalism in The Catholic Worker and in her letters, which were in this period less connected to the movement’s
roots in France. Finally, I examine how Day began again to emphasize these French roots
of Catholic Worker personalism in the 1970s, and consider why she may have done so.

a. Dostoevsky and Berdyaev
Mel Piehl, in his influential 1982 study of the Catholic Worker movement, Breaking
Bread: The Catholic Worker and the Origin of Catholic Radicalism in America, argues that
“[s]ince there was little precedent for American Catholic radicalism, the Catholic Worker
initially turned to Europe to find an intellectual patrimony.”285 One important piece of this
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patrimony was the work of Dostoevsky and Berdyaev. As Piehl writes of their work:
“Through Dorothy Day’s constant stress on their central importance to the movement, they
became, as Catholic Worker historian William Miller has shown, continuing vital sources
of ‘the Catholic Worker idea.’”286
It may seem to have made more sense, Piehl observes, for Day to look to Leo Tolstoy for inspiration rather than Dostoevsky, the latter having been so suspicious of both
Catholicism and America. Yet Piehl calls it “typical of Day’s capacity for intuitive intellectual invention that she was able to make Dostoevski … into one of the ideological pillars
of her American Catholic radical movement … by appropriating [his] central moral and
spiritual themes.”287 One of these was “active love,” as discussed in chapter two and included as the first element in our own account of the personalist idea. Another, vividly
expressed in Dostoevsky’s legend of the Grand Inquisitor, was an opposition between
“bread and freedom”: between “social and material well-being,” as Piehl puts it, and “the
highest Christian spirituality.” Yet Day, unlike Dostoevsky, was convinced that these two
could indeed be held together in practice, “so long as it was clear that the sources and goal
of all such activity [in pursuit of social justice] was not within the human self or society
but transcendent.”288 As Piehl writes, in concluding this part of his discussion:

The Catholic Worker’s social idealism, therefore, rested not on a soft of sentimental
view of mankind, nor on any expectation of realizing the eschatological kingdom
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of heaven on earth through social improvement. Rather, it depended on a thoroughly religious understanding of human nature and Christian life in the world. For
Dorothy Day and the Catholic Worker, the spiritual intensity and suffering that Dostoevski associated with a purely transcendent religiosity and reactionary social order were made part of a movement concerned with the tangible goals of earthly
peace and social justice.289

This link between “spiritual intensity” and “the tangible goals of earthly peace and social
justice” was echoed in the work of Berdyaev, whose widely-read book on Dostoevsky Day
“studied”290 and who in his work generally, Piehl writes, offered the Catholic Worker
movement an “understanding of the connection between Christian freedom and social
transformation.”291 Mark and Louise Zwick, in their 1999 study The Catholic Worker
Movement: Intellectual and Spiritual Origins, devote an entire chapter to the influence of
Berdyaev on the movement. In their discussion of Berdyaev, whom they concur with Miller
in calling the “particular prophet” of the movement. They focus in part on the influence of
Berdyaev’s concern for class struggle on Day’s thinking, as well as his effort to develop
the ideas of Dostoevsky and Vladimir Solovyev (“one of Dorothy Day’s favorite Russian
theologians.”292) The Zwicks quote a comment made by Day in the October 1938 Catholic
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Worker: that over supper with labor leader John Brophy, she had “talked for an hour and a
half of the labor movement and the Church, of Berdyaev’s books, Christianity and Class
War and The End of Our Time.”293 From the former of these, on class war, the Zwicks quote
a line that would surely have appealed to Day, given her commitment to carrying on the
class struggle within the context of the Catholic Worker movement. Berdyaev writes:

Real liberty implies in physical life an economic guarantee for all; it supposes a
social regime in which no man is required to make a living at the price of overarduous or degrading work or of the integrity of his conscience. That is why we
must not repudiate a class war. The point it that it must be spiritualized: it must be
kept in subordination to the supreme spiritual principle and away from the control
of revengeful passions and relentless violence.294

This notion of “spiritualizing” class war and keeping it “in subordination to the supreme
spiritual principle” did much to shape the Catholic Worker movement in its early years, as
did the call to keep such efforts away from “violence.” The question for us here, however,
and for the movement in these early years, was precisely how these grand, spiritual aims
were to be put into practice. The work of Mounier, and specifically Maurin’s interpretation
of it, would play an important role in clarifying a way forward in this respect.

b. Appropriating Mounier's Personalism
As William Miller writes in his biography of Dorothy Day, “[w]hat Peter Maurin
did for Dorothy was to reorient her vision from the object to the subject, from collectivism
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to Christian personalism.”295 Day had long been committed to class struggle and, as a lifelong reader of Dostoevsky, presumably long had in mind his notion of “active love” and
stark distinction between “bread and freedom.” The question was how to put these ideas
into practice, and it seems to have been through Maurin’s appropriation of Mounier’s personalism in the early years of the Catholic Worker movement that a means to achieve this
was realized.
As noted, Piehl identifies Mounier and his journal Esprit as the “foremost” of the
three sources of the movement’s thought and practice he identifies in his 1982 study. Maurin, he notes, translated articles from Esprit for republication in The Catholic Worker, and
as noted above later arranged for the translation and publication of the Manifeste. Piehl
claims that Maurin adopted the slogan “primacy of the spiritual” from Mounier,296 though
based on our own study it seems likely he took this from Maritain, given the currency of
the term in France following the publication of Maritain’s Primauté du Spirituel in 1927.
Whatever the particulars of his appropriation of French personalist ideas, Maurin “is credited,” Francis Sicius writes, “with introducing this intellectual tradition into the United
States,” even if this characterization, Sicius thinks, “does not clarify the depth of Maurin’s
thinking.”297 For indeed, as we will see, Maurin did not simply import these ideas, but
developed them and built them into his own, distinctively American personalist vision for
the Catholic Worker.
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Maurin’s efforts in this respect are especially evident in his initiative to organize,
in the spring of 1938, a series of symposia on what he called “personalist democracy,” held
at the Labor Temple on East Fourteenth Street in New York and by all accounts well attended. These coincided with the publication of the English translation of Mounier’s Manifeste au service du personnalisme, which, as noted in chapter two, Maurin had arranged
to have translated by the monks of St. John’s Abbey in Collegeville, Minnesota and published by Longmans, Green & Co. As Day would recall later, in an excerpt from her book
Loaves and Fishes published in the May 1967 Catholic Worker, Maurin “would go around
extemporaneously translating from the French [of Mounier’s Manifeste] for the benefit of
anyone who would listen.”298 To return to the symposia organized by Maurin: their purpose, as stated by Maurin, was the “clarification of thought by free presentation and discussion of a subject of common concern.” Participants were encouraged to give full expression to their views and not “minimize or dilute” them “in search for a common denominator.”299 As Marc Ellis notes, in his study of Maurin’s work, the sponsors of these symposia represented “a wide spectrum of traditions: as Personalist-Humanist, Roger N. Baldwin of the American Civil Liberties Union; Personalist-Theist, Louis Finkelstein of the
Jewish Theological Seminary; Personalist-Christian, A. J. Muste of the Labor Temple; Personalist-Catholic, Carlton Hayes of Columbia University.”300
At the first symposium in January, the speakers included Roger Baldwin, Eugene
Kohn, and A. J. Muste. All responded to Mounier’s Manifeste. Baldwin spoke on the role
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of institutions, saying that the Manifeste gave new expression to the old principle that institutions “find their ultimate justification” in promoting personal growth and the development of the individual; Kohn spoke on “the role of religious principles in social reconstruction;” Muste spoke of the difference between personalist democracy and “communist and
fascist societal organization,” holding that only personalist democracy was concerned with
“the essential nature of the human being.” It could be “encouraged,” he thought, “by the
revival of religious experience.”301 As Ellis writes of this symposium, “Maurin could agree
with all of these thoughts, for they confirmed his essential belief that those who lived out
their own traditions came to similar conclusions about the possibility of a human social
order.” Maurin concluded the event by reading some of his own “Easy Essays,” one of
which — among his best-known — plainly echoes Mounier’s “Refaire la Renaissance” in
its focus on the language of “I” and “we”:

“They” and “We”
“They don’t do this,
They don’t do that,
They ought to do this,
They ought to do that.”
Always “They,”
never “I.”
It starts with “I.”
One “I”
and one “I”
make two “I’s.”
301
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And two “I’s”
make “We”
for “We”
is the plural of “I.”
“We” is a community
and “They” is a crowd.
“They” is a mob
“They” is a gang
and “They” are gangsters.302

Whereas Maurin took up Mounier’s language of personalism, then, and worked to
establish it in the American context, we can also see here that he left aside something of
Mounier’s ideological stridency. For Maurin himself was less interested in the various “isms” that preoccupied Mounier in this period, being more interested from the start to emphasize personal, individual engagement: “It starts with ‘I.’” His tenacity in clinging to this
vision in all its simplicity, and thus “evading” philosophy to a certain extent in a way, perhaps, like Cornel West has claimed the American pragmatists have done,303 did much to
enable his distinctively American appropriation of personalism to “flourish on the streets,”
as we have seen Sicius suggest above, and avoid both the philosophical abstractions of
Mounier’s personalism and, perhaps too, the dangers to which it fell prey in the Vichy
period in being adopted as an all-too available rhetoric by that regime. As Miller says of
Maurin’s approach:
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Thought, in Peter Maurin’s view, was primary. It was the idea which, if it were to
prevail, must do so because of its final reasonableness and with its truth so exemplified in personalist lives that it required neither force nor emotional appeals to
sustain it. For him, to give the personalist example required that he go no further
than the Bowery.304

Thought was primary, that is, but not “philosophy,” understood as an activity of
argumentation. If the “idea” Miller speaks of here — the personalist idea — were to be
“clarified,” keeping in mind here Maurin’s emphasis on the “clarification of thought,” then
its “final reasonableness” and “truth,” together with the example of lives lived its spirit,
would compel, and would do so without “force” or “emotional appeals.” There is some
echo in this of Augustine’s account of divine illumination in his De Magistro: that the
teacher, in short, “does not teach,” but simply (and often with great effort) leads her students to behold and recognize a truth for themselves.305 For Maurin, given this outlook, it
was most necessary that one should “give the personalist example” in one’s life — even if
this meant rarely leaving, in his case, the Bowery — and promote the clarification of
thought. As Francis Sicius puts it, personalism for Maurin “did not call for a mass movement, but rather for individual action.”306 As Maurin wrote in another Easy Essay, in a line
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that joins the language of Mounier’s personalism with that of “I” and “They”: “the communitarian revolution is basically a personal revolution. It always starts with I and not
they.”307
That Mounier’s language was taken up by the movement is well documented by
Dorothy Day in her references to Mounier’s personalism in The Catholic Worker in this
period. Already in an article on the liturgical movement, in January of 1936, she could state
Mounier’s personalism in summary form: “[i]ndividualism,” she writes, “has been discredited. Catholics cannot go [to] the other extreme of collectivism. We must uphold personalism as a philosophy.”308 In October of that same year, speaking of the work of the New
York House of Hospitality, we find that the distinctively Catholic Worker characterization
of personalism is already in circulation: “the reign of the ideals of gentle personalism continues.”309
A comment is in order concerning this qualification of personalism as “gentle,”
which I have here called distinctive of the movement. For one often finds personalism
qualified as “gentle” in Worker documents. At times, this seems to render the term “personalism” somehow generic, suggesting that it refers simply to something like the practical
essence of Christianity — as it may well do. Yet in addition to this and more directly, as I
am trying here to show, the term also refers to the broad yet distinct movement of personalism, with a roughly specifiable point of origin and its own peculiar features as I have
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presented in this study. A second point can also be made concerning this qualification “gentle”: namely that, as we have seen, given that Mounier’s own account of personalism grew
more straightforwardly political in the later 1930s, moving away from its earlier focus on
individual practice (“I” and “We”) toward more world-historical concerns, we can say it
became, so to speak, more strident. The Catholic Workers’ qualification of their own personalism as “gentle,” by contrast, may be read in this light as emphasizing a distinction
between itself and such other, more strident, world-historical, and straightforwardly political forms of personalism. I will have more to say about this below in considering the differences between Catholic Worker personalism and Mounier’s and Berdyaev’s forms of it.
Day continues to refer to Mounier’s personalism in The Catholic Worker throughout her career, though the nature of these references changes over time in interesting ways.
In 1943, for example, in her monthly column then called “Day after Day” (later “On Pilgrimage”), Day writes the following:

When people ask me how the Catholic Worker movement started and what it is, I
tell them about Peter, and the way he lives, and the ideas he expresses. I talk about
his personalist and communitarian philosophy. Personalism and communitarianism! There are two more “isms” for us to think about in this day of Communism,
Fascism, Nazism, totalitarianism. Peter’s little essays on personalism can be
summed up in “What makes man human?,” and “To be what you want the other
fellow to be.”310

She notes that “reading the desert fathers” had also taught her “more about personalism
and communitarianism,” indicating, in ways we will more fully explore in the next section,
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that her interest in Mounier and in personalism was not a matter of simply adopting a philosophy, but of looking for the ideas Mounier expressed elsewhere in the Christian tradition, perhaps far more than Mounier had done himself (his “Personnalisme Catholique” of
1940 notwithstanding). In 1955, six years after Maurin’s death, Day refers to Mounier’s
personalism more critically, saying that “[t]he personalist and communitarianism revolution which Emmanuel Mounier wrote of is still unbalanced in that the emphasis is still on
the personalist instead of on the communitarian.”311
Her criticism here perhaps reflects a circumstance noted by Mel Piehl in his assessment of the place of Mounier in the Catholic Worker movement after the war: “In the postwar years,” he writes, “many at the Catholic Worker came to believe that Mounier has
weakened his distinctively Catholic stance through too close a cooperation with French
communists and other ‘progressives.’”312 Indeed, as we have seen, Mounier’s work after
the war tended to present personalism as strictly speaking a philosophy — part of the “existentialist tree” — rather than a political stance or a form of practice, and ultimately for
him personalism was not an exclusively Catholic or even Christian position. This is one
instance of clear difference between Mounier and at least the thinking of Maurin and Day
on this point, as for Maurin and Day there was never any question that their movement was
distinctively Catholic, even if it remained committed, as Maurin long had been, to engaging
with those of other persuasions on the “common ground” of the “common good.” Day
herself never ceased referring to Mounier or his ideas, as we will see, but between the
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1940s and 1960s one finds in her references to personalism a clearer indication of her taking ownership of the term herself, rather than referring to the meaning given to it by
Mounier and Maurin. In the following subsection, we consider some instances of this.

c. Personalism as "the Liberty of Christ"
As Piehl writes, “The Catholic Worker editors lacked the easy familiarity with
weighty philosophical abstractions of the French Catholic movement, but they drew freely
on Mounier’s essential language and outlook.”313 Yet this lack of “easy familiarity” seems
to have been more a boon to the movement, as I have suggested, than any detriment. For it
freed Maurin and Day to do what Mounier and his colleagues seem to have been, in a way,
too distracted by the world-historical scale of their concerns to do: to engage fully and
primarily in practicing the personalist idea such that it could, as Sicius puts it, flourish “on
the streets” rather than remain of interest mainly to intellectuals. Esprit, according to Piehl,
“never appealed to a popular audience.”314 This claim is due for some qualification, for as
I have noted above the personalist movement in France was quite “public” and did achieve
a broad audience, even if its concern with working out an adequate expression of its own
philosophy seems to have prevented it from becoming truly “popular”; a household term,
that is, with easy and intuitive appeal. Whether Maurin’s and Day’s form of personalism
itself ever achieved such a status is indeed an open question. For Day, despite her renown
in some circles, has not exactly become a household name even in her native United States,
and Maurin is less known still.
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Yet the simplicity of the Catholic Worker message, of Catholic Worker personalism,
seems to have more effectively welcomed participation and commitment than the “weightier” approach of the French personalists. Maurin and Day did take up the vocabulary of
Mounier’s personalism at times, as we have seen, and Mounier’s ideas certainly did much
influence and inform Maurin’s work. But neither Maurin nor Day placed much emphasis
on Mounier’s subtle distinction between the “person” and the “individual,” for example, or
were much interested to engage in negotiations between “personalism” and other “-isms”
on the level of theory. As Piehl notes, indeed, Marxism and existentialism, Mounier’s own
constant partners in dialogue after the war, “barely existed in the United States” at the
time.315
The attitude of The Catholic Worker’s editors toward Mounier’s work seems aptly
expressed in a comment in its pages in 1952 by Michael Harrington, then editor of the
paper, and quoted by Piehl: that Esprit was “probably the most important Christian review
of our time” and that Mounier’s major thesis, that “we as Catholics must face our age forwardly, making use of what is good in its techniques for liberation of the whole man, the
person, is one of the greatest contributions to Catholic thought.”316 Here we find a practical
imperative, stated in a way that closely echoes the English title of Mounier’s “Personnalisme catholique” (1940), as published in 1944: “Catholic Personalism Faces our Times.”317
It is for Catholics to “face our age forwardly” — to engage with their times and with others
in that context, one can say — looking for “what is good in its techniques” in order to
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further the “liberation of the whole man, the person.” The particulars of Mounier’s philosophy of personalism do not figure large here, and even the term “person,” though mentioned, is presented as a kind of alternative vocabulary for a notion that would have had a
more immediate and intuitive appeal in 1952: “the whole man.”318
We can best understand Dorothy Day’s own view of personalism and its role in the
Catholic Worker by considering some of her many references to personalism in the pages
of the paper in this period, from roughly the mid-1940 through the later ‘60s. In two places,
she offers what are apparently definitions of her understanding of the term. One of these
appears in an article on the front page of the December 1947 edition, “Who Then Is My
Brother?,” expressing the movement’s opposition to the Marshall Plan. The “prime purpose” of the Marshall Plan, in Day’s view, was “the extension and propagation of an economic system we believe to be unjust and immoral”; a system which The Catholic Worker
had consistently opposed through its commitment to “Christian Personalism.” She writes:

Consistently THE CATHOLIC WORKER in its editorial policy, in its signed articles, in its manner of operating Houses of Hospitality has emphasized Christian
Personalism (the realization of the dignity of the other fellow, of our obligations to
him, the willingness to work with him on those elements of the Truth he has seized
hold of, accepting his cooperation as far as he will give it, and the refusal to admit
disappointment when he doesn’t go as far as we think he might).319

Here we find no reference to the “personalist communitarian revolution” or the specific
features of Mounier’s philosophy. Rather, there is a clear focus on practice, in a series of
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steps: a recognition of the dignity of the other and our obligation to him; an activity of
working with him “on those elements of the Truth he has seized hold of”; and a refusal “to
admit disappointment” if and when this cooperative activity does not turn out as we had
hoped it would. It may not be fanciful to link these to the features of the personalist idea I
have emphasized above: that it incorporates a way of seeing, a mode of encounter, and a
practice of “active love” which, one can say, refuses “to admit disappointment” when the
return of one’s efforts does not match one’s hopes. This is a definition of personalism in
practice; Mounier’s philosophical account of personalism falls away as so much scaffolding. On this view, it seems, such an account is no longer needed once one’s activity has
gotten under way, for to elicit this practical activity was its purpose in the first place. The
point is to seize hold of “the Truth,” just as for Maurin one can say the point is to apprehend
the “final reasonableness” and “truth” of the personalist idea by means of the “clarification
of thought” and encounter with others who are living this idea.
A similar focus on practice is apparent in a second definition of personalism Day
offers, in her column “Day after Day” five years earlier, in the paper’s February 1942 edition. Here she is expressing the Catholic Worker’s pacifist opposition to the Second World
War, which was a point of massive contention not only between the movement and the
larger Catholic community, but among Catholic Workers themselves.320 Indeed for a time
it seemed the movement might fold over this point of opposing the war. Day writes:

that fundamental principle of personalism, the liberty of Christ, example rather than
coercion, love rather than hate, the folly of the Cross, serving rather than being
320
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served, taking the least place, will continue to be stressed in these sheets. From the
first issue of the Catholic Worker we have opposed the use of force. We are not
getting away from fundamental principles, as some of our correspondents seem to
think; we are merely being consistent and sticking to them. If we do not work out
our program on these lines we might as well turn to revolution.321

Here we have an expression of the “fundamental principle of personalism.” It concerns
liberty, but not just any liberty: “the liberty of Christ,” which Berdyaev had emphasized
and articulated in his work. It concerns also certain defining features of Christian faith:
love; the importance of “example,” as emphasized by Maurin; the “folly of the Cross,”
which one might understand as commitment to an end that manifestly abridges or undermines one’s own flourishing in service of a good beyond flourishing; service to others;
“taking the least place.” All of these in the end are practical tasks, things to be done, and
in this respect contrast with the relative abstractions of Mounier’s work.
Several of Day’s other reference to personalism in this period further clarify her
view. We can briefly consider these in a more thematic way. “Personalism,” she could say
in 1960, is “a prelude and an absolute prerequisite to communitarianism.”322 Yet earlier, in
1956, she made clear that this relation goes in the other direction as well: “[o]ne cannot be
a personalist, taking upon oneself the care of one’s brother in need, without becoming a
communitarian.”323 In several places, one clear example of a personalist is said to be St.
Francis of Assisi. As Day writes, in 1945:
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Peter is always getting back to Saint Francis of Assisi, who was most truly the
“great personalist.” In his poverty, rich; in renouncing all, possessing all; generous,
giving out of his heart, sowing generously and reaping generously, humble and asking when in need, possessing freedom and all joy.324

To live in this way — to renounce, to give, to sow and reap generously, to ask, and to
possess freedom and joy — requires, Day is convinced, a certain kind of relationship with
God, as she emphasizes more strongly than Mounier ever did. A year before the passage
just cited, in 1944, we find she writes: “One of the fathers of the desert, Abbot Allois, said,
‘A man cannot find true repose or satisfaction in this life unless he reckons that there is
only God and himself in the world.’ That’s personalism.”325 Yet St. Francis was not the
only figure linked by Maurin and Day to personalist communitarian ideas: there was also
St. Benedict of Nursia, author of the Rule of St. Benedict. As Day points out in 1955, speaking of Maurin:

He loved St. Benedict because he said that what the workers needed most was a
philosophy of work. He loved St. Francis because he said St. Francis, through his
voluntary poverty, was free as a bird. St. Francis was the personalist, St. Benedict
the communitarian.326

We also find in this period that Day retains the language of Mounier’s personalist
communitarian revolution, even though she is more concerned to emphasize its rootedness
in Christian tradition and practice, as we have seen, than to engage with the details of
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Mounier’s theory of it. In one place, in her column “On Pilgrimage” in December of 1951,
she offers a usefully concrete example of what such a revolution might look like:

Before I came for my retreat, I visited Le Miracle du Cure Chamberland, as it is
called, which has provided homes for 400 factory workers in the last seven years.
The last forty houses were begun in June 1950, and finished in February, 1951. The
financing was done through parish credit unions and much of the work was done
by the workers in their evenings and on Saturdays. Twenty skilled union workers
worked during the day and prepared the work for the men to do in the evening.
Truly, this is part of the personalist and communitarian revolution.327

Day retained the language of revolution in this period, then, while linking it to a form of
practice that was both personalist and communitarian — each held to be necessary for the
other — and rooting it in the Christian tradition rather than in the idiom and space of concerns of contemporary European philosophy: by appeal to St. Francis, St. Benedict, and
the desert fathers. The revolution would be first and foremost a “revolution of the heart,”
as she puts it in her Loaves and Fishes, published in 1963, this being of course the title I
have taken for this chapter. As she writes there:

The greatest challenge of the day is: how to bring about a revolution of the heart, a
revolution that has to start with each one of us? When we begin to take the lowest
place, to wash the feet of others, to love our brothers with that burning love, that
passion, which led to the Cross, then we can truly say, “Now I have begun.”328
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Whereas for Mounier “engagement” seems to have referred primarily to dialogue,
in terms of an exchange of ideas, here we find what looks like a rather different kind of
engagement: a practical activity of taking the lowest place, washing feet, and loving “our
brothers.” Despite Mounier’s emphasis on embodiment, this notion seems to have remained for him largely a matter of theory. Day’s reference to the three activities she mentions here is strikingly concrete by comparison. In Mounier’s work, both early and late, the
concern to build a “personalist civilization” often seems abstract, and even his engagements
in matters of practical policy at times strike one more as a vision developed in a city planning office than in daily, practical, on-the-ground work with others. In Mounier’s view, it
seems we will know that a personalist communitarian revolution has begun when we see
people in the streets, calling for new policies and remaking the social, political, and economic order. In Day’s view, as expressed here, each one of us can know that the revolution
has begun at any time once we find ourselves beginning to do certain things — practicing
the corporal works of mercy, in short — and from this “revolution of the heart” the personalist communitarian revolution might emerge.
My aim in emphasizing these differences between Mounier’s and Day’s approaches
is not to dismiss Mounier. Without his having articulated the notion of a “personalist communitarian revolution,” it seems unclear whether Maurin would have managed to develop
his vision with such clarity; and without Maurin’s vision, it seems unclear whether Day
would have discovered her own vocation as a leader of the Catholic Worker movement.
The contributions of all three figures played an indispensable role in making possible the
development of Day’s “revolution of the heart” and the distinctive form of personalism
practiced in the Catholic Worker movement.
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d. A Return to the Sources
Day’s tone concerning Mounier changes notably in the 1970s. For whereas between
the 1940s and ‘60s, as we have seen, she most often uses the term “personalism” without
explicitly referring to Mounier, and develops her own account of the term, in the 1970s she
often makes explicit the role of Mounier as the founder of Esprit and thinker of personalism
and of Peter Maurin as a “teacher” of Mounier’s ideas.329 She begins, that is, to positively
emphasize the French roots of Catholic Worker thinking. I will examine a few of these
references here, then consider why she may have done this.
In her column “On Pilgrimage” in May of 1973, for example, in speaking of the
constant practical labor required to operate a House of Hospitality, Day asks:

When are we going to read, study, enrich ourselves with all this stimulating thought
Peter Maurin has given us glimpses of? When are we going to get a chance to read
Personalism by Emmanuel Mounier, that young man who started Esprit in Paris
the same year the CW started, and the book Peter Maurin was the first to translate
into English? Mounier died young, but he lived fully and accomplished much for
‘the clarification of thought’ that Peter talked of as the first step in ‘rebuilding the
social order.’ … Peter Maurin’s function as teacher and leader of the Catholic
Worker movement was to translate for us Emmanuel Mounier’s “Personalist Manifesto,” to talk to us about the Personalist-Communitarian Revolution which
Mounier wrote about in Esprit. … (Mounier’s last book, Personalism, is in paperback, published by the Notre Dame Press, Indiana. Get it.)330

Similarly, in May of 1976, also in “On Pilgrimage”:
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Maritain said that our first store front headquarters reminded him of Charles Péguy’s shop in Paris where students and workers gathered. Péguy was the great influence in the life of Emmanuel Mounier, young student at the Sorbonne who
started the magazine Esprit, which began publication around the same time as ours,
and which led Peter Maurin to translate for us Mounier’s “Personalist Manifesto”
which was followed by other articles about revolution, a necessary but nonviolent
revolution which Mounier called “The Personalist and Communitarian Revolution.”331

Also, in a letter that same month to the President of Santa Clara University dated May 17,
1976, in which she cordially declines to accept the university’s offer of an honorary degree,
Day speaks of Peter Maurin’s relation to French personalism in clear and direct terms.
Maurin, she writes,

was an advocate of the “personalist and communitarian revolution,” which
stemmed from the teaching of such men as Emanuel Mounier in Paris, Nikolai Berdyaev, a Russian exile, and Charles Péguy in Paris. Small beginnings of this revolution were made in Paris, in the Thirties, through a monthly review, Esprit. Peter
brought it to America.332

Although Day does make some passing references to Mounier between the 1940s and 60s,
none of these are so extensive as the ones just cited; none point to Mounier’s Personalism,
that is, and call on the reader to “get it.”
Why this shift in emphasis? Why, as I have put it in the title of this section, this
“return to the sources” of the movement? One suspects anyway that it may bear some relation to a circumstance described by Mark and Louise Zwick. As they write:
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The revolution of the ‘60s and the disillusionment related to the Vietnam War affected the Worker, especially the farm at Tivoli [in upstate New York], where youth
gathered who were completely unaware of the roots of the Catholic Worker movement. Some of those young people mistook the freedom of the gospel for license.
Dorothy increasingly found things to dismay her.333

As the generic ideas of personalism contributed to the formation of the American counterculture in this period, as James Farrell334 and others have described, the broad vision of
personalism that Maurin had advocated — a recognition that “It starts with ‘I,’” or that
“‘They’ is a crowd” — was perhaps felt no longer to bear enough specific content to differentiate the Catholic Worker idea from the generically personalist climate of the day. And
so, it would seem, Day came to think that a return to the sources was in order: a return, that
is, not just to the the language of revolution in general, but to a specific revolution, the
vision of which had so motivated her and Maurin in the movement’s early years: this was,
as Day writes explicitly in September of 1976, “the Personalist and Communitarian Revolution of Emmanuel Mounier and Nicholas Berdyaev.”335

Conclusion
I have claimed above that the Catholic Worker movement has long been a prominent site of the practice of personalism, and specifically Mounier’s personalist communitarianism. I believe this has been born out in the preceding. Yet as we have seen, neither
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Maurin nor Day simply adopted Mounier’s philosophy whole-cloth; neither was an acolyte.
They were fellow workers. Both in their own way adopted the language and project of
Mounier’s personalism — his idea of a personalist and communitarian revolution — using
it to strengthen and “clarify,” perhaps, in Maurin’s sense, the meaning of the movement’s
work, which was already very much under way.
In this, Maurin and Day left aside much of the philosophical “weightiness” of
Mounier’s European personalism, and showed a greater commitment than Mounier to rooting personalism in the Christian and specifically Catholic tradition. Even of Maurin, more
the theorist than Day, one can say that his concern was first and foremost with practice:
with what “I” am to do, here and now, together with others in my particular place and time.
For Maurin, “They” may indeed be a “crowd” or a “mob” or a “gang” — as he puts it in
his Easy Essay included above — but the “They” was not Heidegger’s or Kierkegaard’s
faceless “one,” as Mounier thought the “crowd” to be. Maurin’s own personalism — the
personalism of the Catholic Worker — did not rely for its sense or appeal on the philosophical tradition with which Mounier was so engaged. Rather, its sense and appeal seems to
have derived from how Maurin, Day, and others embedded the language of personalist
communitarianism within their concrete practice of the Corporal Works of Mercy; a practice that left little time for the kinds of abstractions that often preoccupied Mounier.
One may even say that Catholic Worker personalism and Mounier’s personalism,
on the level of their substantial concerns, developed at first independently and were brought
together only later. For as James Farrell has helpfully put it, Maurin’s own personalism
both “preceded and proceeded from the personalism and decentralism of Emmanuel
Mounier and Nicolas Berdyaev. Although he anticipated many of the ideas of the French
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personalists, Maurin also brought their ideas to an American audience.”336 Indeed, Maurin
was engaged with many of the same sources as Mounier; he had known Péguy personally.
He resolved to work to “blow the dynamite” of the Church’s social teaching before Esprit
was founded, and even before the term “personalism” had taken on a political significance,
a development I described above in chapter three. In this way indeed Maurin’s vision “preceded” Mounier’s personalism, as Farrell puts it, yet also, as we have seen in this chapter,
it “proceeded from” it, in creative and original ways.
I have also claimed above that considering Maurin’s and Day’s appropriation and
development of the language of Mounier’s personalism can clarify what it might mean for
the personalist idea to inform an ethos of respect for persons today, and I would conclude
with some comments on this. For we find especially in Day’s references to personalism in
The Catholic Worker a far more concrete conception of its meaning than we find in
Mounier, as I have sought to emphasize above. Mounier did speak of personalism as a
“method,” as we have seen, but his own primary interest seems always to have been the
articulation of personalism as a philosophy, however broadly construed. To this extent one
can say that for him personalism was a philosophical method; a method of thought in the
first instance, and of practice only by way of consequence. In Day, this order of priority is
reversed: personalism appears not as a philosophy in the first instance, but as something to
be done: a “realization of the dignity of the other fellow, of our obligations to him, the
willingness to work with him on those elements of the Truth he has seized hold of, accepting his cooperation as far as he will give it, and the refusal to admit disappointment when
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he doesn’t go as far as we think he might.”337 As Maurin often said, he hoped for a society
in which “it is easier for people to be good.”338 These, it seems for Maurin and Day alike,
would be the concrete consequences of Mounier’s “personalist civilization,” and we can
say also that they would be concrete consequences of an ethos of respect for persons.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
RETHINKING THE PERSONALIST IDEA

Our task in this final chapter is to investigate a third and final context in which, I
argue, the personalist idea has been developed in the period after Mounier: in the work,
that is, of two authors who were in different ways connected with and influenced by him,
the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur and the Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor. The
relationship between Ricoeur and Mounier is well known, at least in France — the two
worked together on Esprit in the 1940s and Ricoeur was in certain other, more personal
ways connected with the personalist movement throughout his life, as we will see. The
connection between Taylor and Mounier is much less often acknowledged, and has in fact
been almost wholly overlooked by commentators on his work. It is thus among the original
contributions of this chapter, and this study as a whole, to demonstrate the fact of this connection and explore its implications for the interpretation of Taylor’s work, as well as the
implications of Taylor’s work for our understanding of personalism and the personalist
idea.
I develop two main claims in the chapter. First, I argue that both Ricoeur and Taylor
develop certain key themes of Mounier’s personalism without themselves identifying as
“personalists” or defending the label “personalism.” I consider some possible reasons for
this in what follows. This first claim is exegetical. Second, I argue that both Ricoeur and
Taylor offer ways to overcome certain dangers and shortcomings in Mounier’s work and
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better understand how the personalist idea can best be expressed and articulated today, in
an historical moment so different from the one in which Mounier developed it. This second
claim is more constructive.
I proceed in three stages. First, I consider how Ricoeur sought to develop Mounier’s
work in two specific and explicit ways: with respect to the proper role of social and political
institutions, that is, and the nature of interpersonal relationships. Next I turn to Taylor, both
to establish the fact of his connection to Mounier, then to examine how he can be seen to
develop three themes central to Mounier’s thinking in his own work, related to moral values, modern secularity, and the role of love in the life of a community. Finally, I consider
an important difference between Ricoeur’s and Taylor’s reception and development of
Mounier’s work: namely concerning the relation between love and justice. For whereas
Ricoeur emphasizes the role of institutions in a community precisely as a means to help
ensure justice, Taylor — in a spirit more akin to Mounier’s — expresses a suspicion of
institutions as such and of the ability of any system of “rules” or “obligations” to promote
the kinds of interpersonal relations he thinks are needed to address and overcome the “disenchantment” of our times. In conclusion, I consider what we can learn from these investigations about the personalist idea and its prospects for informing an ethos of respect for
persons, which is our main concern in this study.

Paul Ricoeur
Paul Ricoeur was in his late twenties when he met Mounier and became involved
with Esprit and the personalist movement. Some of his first philosophical articles were
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published in Esprit,339 and he and Mounier soon became friends. As demonstrated in chapter three, Mounier was not himself the originator of certain defining ideas of personalism,
or even the term “personalism” itself; he was rather a masterful articulator of these ideas
and one who put them vividly into practice. Being engaged in these practical efforts and
his work editing Esprit, he looked to others for support in developing personalism as a
philosophy. Before the war the figure who had played this role more than any other had
been Paul Ludwig Landsberg,340 a German-Jewish emigre and former student of Max
Scheler who had, like Nicolas Berdyaev and Alexandre Marc, carried Scheler’s ethical
personalism to Paris. Landsberg’s work and contribution to the development of personalism merits more attention than we have been able to give it here. His career was tragically
short; he died in the war, a victim of the camps. By the early 1940s when Mounier met
Ricoeur, he was looking for a new philosophical partner and seems to have hoped that
Ricoeur might play this role. The two did work closely for a time.
Ricoeur’s connections with Mounier and the Esprit circle played a longstanding
role in his life and career. Late in the 1950s, he took up residence with his family at Les
Murs Blanc, an estate in the Parisian suburb of Châtenay-Malabry consisting of three buildings, which Esprit had purchased and Mounier intended to establish as an international
center for the study and promotion of personalism. It was there that Mounier died in 1950,
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his dreams for the estate largely yet unrealized. Remarkably, Ricoeur continued to reside
there until his own death in 2005.341 The estate was sold in 2013.342
Near the end of 1950, Ricoeur contributed the lead article to the special issue of
Esprit commemorating Mounier’s life and work, entitled “Une Philosophie Personnaliste.”
This text is at once an homage to Mounier — “our friend … [who] will no longer answer
our questions”343 — as well as a survey of the development of his thought. To note a few
features of Ricoeur’s presentation here will be useful in appreciating his later effort to develop Mounier’s ideas, on which we focus below.
Ricoeur’s view of Mounier’s development accords with our own in recognizing two
distinct stages in the development of his thinking. These are reflected in the structure of his
essay. Its first part, “Personal Awakening and Communal Pedagogy,” focuses on Mounier’s
writings before the war. Here, Ricoeur writes, Mounier was pursuing the “initial aim of
personalism,” which was to articulate and promote the “vision of a civilization … [and] a
civilizing task.”344 He describes Mounier’s work in this period as starting from a “methodical doubt,”345 akin to Descartes’s, concerning all modern forms of civilization — our own
study has borne this out — and offering a “plan for a new Renaissance.” In Mounier’s work
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in this period, he writes memorably, it was “not a question of analyzing notions or describing structures but of bearing on history by a certain type of combative thought.”346 In the
second part of his text, “From the Educator to the Philosopher,” Ricoeur points to
Mounier’s effort after the war to “deepen and purify the Christian motive of his personalism,” and the fact that the “accent” of his work “moved from problems of civilization and
revolution to more theoretical problems of the structure and the existential status of the
person.”347 Mounier’s “main contribution” in this period, in Ricoeur’s view, was not so
much to develop a rigorously articulated philosophy, but to offer:

a philosophical matrix to professional philosophers, to propose tonalities to them,
theoretical and practical holding notes containing one or several philosophies, pregnant with one or several philosophical systematizations.348

Although Ricoeur does regard Mounier himself as a philosopher, then, he hesitates to speak
of personalism as a philosophy. Even the title of his text refers to personalism only adjectivally: “a personalist philosophy,” rather than, say, “the philosophy of personalism.” This
accords with the images he uses to characterize Mounier’s contribution: Mounier offered a
“matrix,” “tonalities,” and “holding notes,” able to be developed in the form of “one or
several philosophies.” We return to this valuable observation in a moment.
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Departing from Ricoeur’s 1950 text, we may move forward several decades, to
1983, when he occasioned surprise and debate in personalist circles with an article he published in a special fiftieth-anniversary edition of Esprit: “Meurt le personnalisme, revient
la personne!” — “Death to personalism; long live the person!”349 Here he contends, as he
would put it later, that “Mounier's formulation of personalism was, as he himself readily
admitted, connected with a certain cultural and philosophical constellation which is no
longer ours today.”350 Personalism was no longer in 1983, as it had been in the 1950s,
pitched in a contest with existentialism and Marxism. What was more, despite Mounier’s
insistence that personalism was not a “system,” its very self-designation as an “-ism” encouraged a sense that it could or should be systematized.351 Yet personalism could have
little to offer as a closed system of philosophical claims, as Mounier himself had well
known. Adding to these challenges facing personalism, Ricoeur notes that developments
in the areas of structuralism, poststructuralism and neo-Nietzschean critique had made personalism’s major claims, concerning the primacy of personal experience and the person’s
relation to an objective order of values, hard to maintain.352 It was time to lower the flag,
then, of personalism’s claim to be a distinct fighting creed in combat with opposing philosophies.
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Yet the concept of the person, Ricoeur maintained, more than other concepts such
as “consciousness,” “subject,” or “individual,” remained the most appropriate and promising way of designating ourselves; our most useful tool in cultural “combat.” To speak of
ourselves as persons has an established and even intuitive currency in philosophy, politics,
and social life generally and implicitly recognizes a person’s relation to other persons in a
way that other ways of conceiving of ourselves do not. To reinvigorate the idea of ourselves
as persons thus holds forth the most promise to support the kind of ethical and social transformation that Mounier himself had sought. Our most pressing task was to reinvigorate this
idea, then, not work to revive an account of personalism as a philosophy or a partisan position. Thus Ricoeur speaks of the person as an “attitude,” a “perspective,” or an “aspiration”: not the object of a system of thought or even of practice, but an idea that can, however unsystematically, guide and shape our action.353 Ricoeur himself contributed to this
revival and reinvigoration of the concept of the person in the 1980s, notably in his study of
personal identity and selfhood of 1985, Oneself as Another.354
In what follows in this section, however, I focus on an essay Ricoeur published in
1990, again in Esprit, as an intended sequel to his provocative 1983 piece, entitled “Approches de la personne.”355 This can be read as a development of the second part of his
earlier title: “long live the person!” While his earlier essay had mainly concerned the challenges facing personalism, this later one unfolds in more detail what it would mean to
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“return” to the language of the person. Here he indicates his desire to go “beyond the point
reached” in his earlier essay, where he had affirmed an “attitude” of the person, to develop
a more detailed account of this attitude and more explicitly extend Mounier’s conception
of the person by drawing on insights from recent developments in Anglo-American theories of language, action, and narrative.356
Two particular extensions Ricoeur develops in this essay are most relevant to our
aim here, which is to consider how the personalist idea can inform an ethos of respect for
persons. These are: (1) his effort to find a way within the context of Mounier’s thought to
affirm the legitimate and indeed positive and necessary role of institutions in the life of a
community, and (2) his effort to develop a conception of the person that makes clearer the
person’s relation to otherness by drawing on work in analytic philosophy. Let us consider
each in turn.

a. Institutions and Community
Ricoeur’s first extension of Mounier’s thinking concerns the role of institutions in
the life of a community. Mounier’s account of institutions is not adequate, he thinks, and
this limits the constructive potential of his view. For although Mounier makes interpersonal
relations central to his vision of community, he makes effectively no space, Ricoeur claims,
for institutional relations; that is, for acknowledging the importance of relations among
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persons in the context of just institutions, as well as for relations with institutions themselves, as such, insofar as they can be understood to have a kind of personal identity.357
Ricoeur worries about the consequences of this omission and attempts to correct it.
To understand why and how he does so, it is useful to recall Mounier’s account of
community presented in the Manifeste au service du personnalisme, considered above in
chapter three, as this is what Ricoeur here has in mind. The ideal personalist community,
Mounier says there, recall, would be “a person of persons,” in which “[l]ove would be the
primary tie and not any constraint or any economic or ‘vital’ interest or any extrinsic apparatus.”358 Mounier himself calls this view “utopian”: it is not something we can or should
hope actually to realize in history, and indeed it would be “perfectly dangerous” to attempt
to do so. We ought rather to recognize this ideal as a “guiding myth” or, in an eschatological
sense, a state to be realized “beyond this life.”359
Mounier’s ideal of community as a “person of persons,” Ricoeur thinks, is based
almost exclusively on “interpersonal relations, whose emblem is friendship.”360 The image
is that of an intimate community of friends, bound together by love. By identifying love as
the “primary tie” in such a community, Mounier accords other kinds of ties a merely secondary status — here in the Manifeste, in the line quoted above, he names three examples
of other ties: “constraint,” an “economic or ‘vital’ interest” and “an extrinsic apparatus.” It
is notable that these alternative ties comprise a large part of what we would likely want to
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call “politics”: the negotiation of interests and application of constraints (or threat of such)
in accordance with the procedures of institutions mutually recognized as legitimate. All of
this Mounier subordinates to love. The precise language of his claim is important here: he
does not technically reject these other ties, for love is said merely to be the “primary” tie,
not the only one. Yet his language also indicates a desire, perhaps, to make a more categorical claim: for the term translated here as “apparatus” (appareil) is the same Mounier uses
to speak of all that from which we must “break” in order to build a “personalist civilization”: we must break from every “structure” (appareil) of the modern world. Although
Mounier states, then, that love ought to be merely the primary tie among others, one is left
with a sense that he would like for it to be the only one. His characterization of this ideal
community as a utopia, a myth, and an eschatological promise lends credence to this reading.
The trouble with Mounier’s negative attitude toward “extrinsic apparatuses” and
the other alternative ties he mentions, Ricoeur thinks, is that it leads him to exclude from
his account of community “institutional relations, whose ideal is justice.”361 For we need
not think hard to recall instances when local, communal relations have fallen short of the
demands of justice: desegregation in the United States is an example. In this case, it was
not a practice of love that finally secured equal rights under the law for all persons regardless of race: it was the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Certainly Martin Luther King, Jr.’s own
vision entailed a practice of love, and this played a major role in securing the passage of
this Act, but it was the Act itself that imposed a more universal form of justice on the
particular communities it affected, from outside, extrinsically. Here we are in a space of
361
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constraints, interests, structures external to local communities; in the space, in short, of
relations of power. Mounier’s view falls short in its account of power not so much for what
it says as for what it does not say: it does little to account for differences of power among
the members of the community it envisions. This may be fine for a utopia, but not for our
own, real-existing communities.
Ricoeur develops his claim concerning Mounier’s account of community in a usefully schematic way: Mounier, he says, conceives of communal relations in terms of a twoterm dialectic — between persons and community, as a “person of persons.” Ricoeur himself, in place of this, proposes a three-term dialectic, which he calls “a more radical dialectic of ethos” or the “ethical triad.” To understand the relations among persons in a community, he proposes, we need to consider three things: each person’s “desire for an accomplished life — with and for others — in just institutions.”362 He explores each of these three
elements in detail. The first, the desire for an accomplished life, he calls “self-esteem,”
which is not to be confused, he says, with “some refined form of egoism or solipsism.”363
It consists rather of two components related to a person’s capacity for action: “the ability
to act on our intentions and the ability to produce, by our own initiative, efficacious changes
in the course of events.”364 The second element, “with and for others,” is meant to indicate
the movement of a self toward another. Ricoeur calls this “solicitude,” and develops it in
connection with notions of reciprocity and recognition.

362

Ibid., p. 45.

363

Ibid., p. 46.

364

Ibid., p. 51; cf. p. 46.

203

Already here we have the pieces of Mounier’s two-term dialectic, but Ricoeur adds
a third: “just institutions.” Here the concern is neither self nor other, he says, but “everyone,” and he warns here against “an overly hasty identification [of this] with Kierkegaard’s
and Heidegger’s ‘one.’”365 This “everyone” is not an anonymous mass, but “a distinct person, whom I only join, however, through the channels of an institution.”366 “The ethical
grandeur of everyone,” he goes on to say, “is indistinguishable from the ethical grandeur
of justice,” and the best expression of justice in our time, he emphasizes throughout the
essay, is in his view John Rawls’s principle that a just society is one that seeks to maximize
the share of those who have least.367
In his “ethical triad,” therefore, Ricoeur, unlike Mounier, does distinguish between
interpersonal and institutional relations, and builds both into his account. In this way, he
thinks his account can “complete rather than refute [Mounier’s] two-term formula”368: it
can provide resources and a conceptual space, that is, as Mounier does not, for addressing
crucial questions of justice and relations of power in the life of a community, yet does so
in a way that accords in spirit with Mounier’s personalism. For the “everyone” Ricoeur
connects with just institutions is, to emphasize, “a distinct person”369; here too, as in the
second element of his ethical triad (“with and for others”), a person is invited to an encounter, not absorption into an anonymous “one” (das Man). Notably also, this extension of
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Mounier’s view has the benefit of rendering the prospect of an “ideal community” to some
degree realizable in history: this community need no longer be regarded as a utopia, a myth,
or an eschatological promise merely, and one can say it is not “perfectly dangerous” to
work toward its actual realization, even if one might not expect ever to achieve this in full.
For all these reasons, Ricoeur’s first extension of Mounier’s work seems clearly to be an
advance on the latter’s thinking.

b. Persons and Otherness
Ricoeur’s second extension of Mounier’s thinking concerns the nature of the person
itself. For although Mounier wrote often and polemically about the distinction between the
person and the individual, his notion of the person forever threatened to slide into a notion
of the individual or of an isolated, disembodied subject. His personalism itself was often
mistaken for a kind of pious individualism; a kind of metaphysical business ethics. His
insistence that the person is not a disembodied subject — and constant positive insistence
on embodiment — was not enough to prevent this and at times seems even defensive, as if
Mounier were all-too keenly aware that this particular distinction is delicate and must be
aggressively maintained.
We have seen Mounier emphasize this fraught relation between personalism and
individualism, and the person and the individual, in his later writings: “the individual,” he
writes in Le Personnalisme of 1949, “is the dearest enemy of the person.”370 It is the person’s “dearest” or closest enemy because of its intimacy with the person; the individual is
too close for comfort, at once threatening to obscure and overrun the person, and yet finally
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inseparable from it. Even in Mounier’s earliest writings, we have found an insistence that
the person and individual not be split, that neither be privileged wholly at the expense of
the other, for both are said to designate essential aspects of ourselves. To reject the individual would leave us with an “angelic” self-concept, as if we were not embodied and situated
with others in history; as if we would not die. To reject the person, in turn, would be to
succumb to “dispersion” and all of what Mounier regarded as the confusions of the modern
world.
To help forestall this elision between the individual and the person, Ricoeur develops a more thorough and less polemical account of the person: a “phenomenology of the
person,” as he calls it, distinguishing between “four layers or strata” of personal experience.
We can speak of a person, he writes, with respect to any of four layers: as (1) a speaking
person, (2) an acting person (3) a narrating person, and (4) a responsible person.371 He
focuses on just the first three of these, leaving one to surmise that by “responsibility” he
means to indicate a quality of speaking, acting, and narrating that supports and enriches a
certain ethos. Already this schema is more thoroughly articulated than Mounier’s account
of the person, yet Ricoeur goes farther: in each of the four layers of personal experience he
focuses on, he identifies all three components of his “ethical triad” — “self,” “other,” and
“everyone” — thus challenging the idea that we are, in any moment of our experience as
persons, an isolated self standing alone.
In the specifics of Ricoeur’s accounts of the speaking, acting, and narrating person,
I propose, we find a significant development of the personalist idea: one which extends and
bears the fruit of Mounier’s own movement away from polemics toward a concern with,
371
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as Ricoeur put it in his 1950 article on Mounier, “more theoretical problems of the structure
and the existential status of the person.”372 Let us see, briefly, how this claim bears out in
his discussion of each of these layers of the person and how each at once concerns “self,”
“other,” and “everyone” alike.
In the case of the speaking person, Ricoeur begins with a discussion of illocutionary
speech acts as understood in the context of speech act theory: in saying “I promise,” which
is his main example, a person does more than simply describe a state of affairs. In the
saying as such, she is “immediately designated as a self”: it is she who makes this promise.
Yet promises and other illocutionary speech acts are always made to some other, introducing a dimension of solicitude, and all speech acts, illocutionary or descriptive, are made of
course in the space of language itself, here to be understood, Ricoeur proposes, as an institution. One cannot make a promise, then, and thus have self-esteem — one cannot “be a
person,” we can say — without these constitutive entanglements with the other to whom
the promise is made and with language itself, as the space of its issue.373
Ricoeur identifies this same threefold structure in the case of the acting person.
Every agent, qua agent, must be able to designate herself as the author responsible for her
acts, and to this extent can be said to have self-esteem. Yet action can be conceived only as
interaction, action on or with or in some other, and here we find solicitude. In addition, we
again have a third element: the standards of excellence, Ricoeur says, according to which
our act is assessed by ourselves and by others, each of which amounts to an institution.374
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The case of the narrating person is similar: here Ricoeur describes a dialectic between what he calls idem identity and ipse identity, drawn from Oneself as Another.375 This
is a dialectic between ourselves as identical to ourselves over time, in the sense of “sameness,” and ourselves as engaged in a project of maintaining and creatively developing our
identities in response to the events and always shifting conditions of our lives. We hold
together the terms of this dialectic, he suggests, in our constant effort to narrate and renarrate our lives in the form of a story, and so make sense of who and what we are as both
we and our circumstances change.
The term Ricoeur introduces to designate this activity as a whole is “narrative identity,”376 and it is our capacity as persons to establish and maintain a narrative identity, he
says, that corresponds to the first term of his ethical triad: self-esteem. Yet the stories we
construct of our lives are not independent of the stories of others, and similarly in the other
direction: there is a sense in which “the story of my life is a segment of the story of other
human lives.”377 To this extent we find a dimension of otherness or solicitude. The third
element of Ricoeur’s triad plays a role here as well: for institutions, he emphasizes, like
persons, “cannot have anything other than a narrative identity.” As in the case of the other
two layers of Ricoeur’s phenomenology of the person, then, here again we have three elements: the stories or narratives of my own life, of the stories or narrative of the lives of
others which are bound up with my own, and of the institutions that shape all our interactions with others and, indeed, have their own story to tell.
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It is my claim here that Ricoeur’s account helps dispel the danger that an idea of
the person will slide into an idea of the individual, and does so by explicitly inscribing
otherness into all of the phenomenological layers of the person it identifies. Not only can
we say that a person would not be a person without a capacity to speak, act, and narrate her
life, but also that all three of these layers, as we have seen, incorporate otherness: one
cannot speak as a person in a full, illocutionary sense, except to another and in the medium
of language; one cannot act as a person except through interactions with others in relation
to certain shared standards of excellence; and one cannot construct a story of one’s own
life without enfolding within it the stories of others as well as of the institutions of which
one is a part. There is no moment in which the person, understood in this way, might be
mistaken for a self-same individual or an isolated, disembodied subject. To speak of the
person, then, is distinct from speaking of the individual not only in a negative, polemical
sense — as it often seems to be in Mounier’s account of the person — but due to its inviting
us into a wholly different, personal mode of discourse, in every dimension of which “self,”
“other,” and “everyone” have constitutive roles to play.

Charles Taylor
Unlike Ricoeur, Charles Taylor never met Mounier and seems to have been less
actively connected with the Esprit circle and personalist movement in France or in his native Quebec. His relation to Mounier and personalism has in fact been so much in the background of his work that it has wholly escaped the attention of commentators: it has been
almost wholly overlooked by commentators, and never explored.378 Given this, as noted
378
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above, it is an important part of my task in this section — and among the original contributions of this study — simply to establish the fact of Taylor’s relationship with Mounier’s
work and with personalism. My aim will be to suggest, and lay the groundwork for a fuller
defense of the claim, that personalism has played an important and even formative role in
Taylor’s work from the earliest years of his career to the present.
Certain broad similarities between Mounier and Taylor are readily apparent. Both
are Catholic, both are of the Left politically and understand their Catholic faith to be consistent with these political commitments, and both are concerned with an array of common
themes: embodiment, engagement, commitment, the nature of moral values, openness,
selfhood, institutional religious life, modern secularity, and love, to name just the most
prominent. More substantively, both are concerned to demonstrate that some irreducible
and yet unquantifiable dimension of human experience will inevitably escape the probing
gaze of a strictly explanatory, objective account of who we are as human beings, and both
are concerned with the political consequences of adopting one such account of ourselves
or another.
Beyond these impressionistic similarities, one can also note the circumstance that
Mounier’s personalism was very influential in Catholic intellectual life in Quebec during
Redhead writes: “The most important movement was the “personalist movement” of Emmanuel Mounier.”
Redhead then quotes briefly from Eileen Cantin’s book Mounier: A Personalist View of History (Cantin
1973) with respect to the focus of Mounier’s movement on love (we have ourselves perhaps emphasized this
too little here; see for example Mounier 1952, p. 23 for a presentation of his oft-quoted riff on Descartes, “I
love therefore I am.”) It is notable that Cantin’s book is the only English-language monograph to engage
Mounier’s work with respect to his philosophy rather than the history of his work or of the personalist movement (on the latter see any of the works we have drawn upon by Hellman, or Rauch 1972, etc.). Based on
Redhead’s presentation, it seems likely here that it was Taylor himself who named Mounier’s personalism
as “the most important movement,” but this is unclear. In any case: my point in dwelling on Redhead’s brief
reference to Mounier here is to emphasize that this is, again, the only reference to Mounier or personalism I
have been able to locate in any major commentary on Taylor’s work. Even by Redhead, as will be clear from
what little I have said of his comment here, the relationship between Mounier and Taylor is simply noted,
not explored.
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the years Taylor was growing up in Montreal. Even Pierre Trudeau, later Prime Minister of
Canada and also a Quebec native, who opposed Taylor in the latter’s failed bid for elective
office in the 1960s, was early in his career a proponent of Mounier’s personalist communitarianism. Only later did he reorder his commitments around the ideals of liberal autonomy with which today he is so closely associated.379
In what follows in this section, I begin by examining the several direct references
Taylor makes to Mounier’s works in his writings. These are very few, given the expanse of
Taylor’s oeuvre from the 1950s to the present — only five — but each is revealing, and
examining them will help to expose the more pervasive, tacit effect of Mounier’s ideas on
Taylor’s work elsewhere. I present them according to what I take to be their significance,
not in chronological order. Building on these examinations, I then examine Taylor’s treatment of three themes that exhibit clear signs, I argue, of his carrying forward and developing certain key features of Mounier’s personalism. I focus on three such themes: Taylor’s
understanding of moral values, his account of modern secularity in A Secular Age of 2007,
and, in that same work, his account of the role of neighborly love (agape) in overcoming
the disenchantment of the modern world.

a. Relation to Mounier
One of Taylor’s most recent references to Mounier is the most revealing for our
purposes. It can be found in an interview he gave in 2002, in his response to a question
about his “intellectual and philosophical development”: “[w]hich teachers have inspired
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you the most,” he is asked, “which books were decisive for the turns your philosophical
career has taken?”380 Taylor names three authors: first Maurice Merleau-Ponty, then
Mounier, and then Fyodor Dostoevsky. His reference to Merleau-Ponty is not surprising,
given the extensive and widely-acknowledged influenced of his work on Taylor’s
thought.381 The reference to Dostoevsky may raise eyebrows, as Taylor has written little
directly on Dostoevsky, but he does speak highly of Dostoevsky’s work in a number of
places, most notably in the latter portions of his Sources of the Self of 1989.382 Only the
reference to Mounier is likely to come as a real surprise. Taylor says:

Emmanuel Mounier, who was another kind of intellectual and not an academic has
been very important. … I picked up on [his work] in the Forties. I never met
Mounier, because he died too early, but I met others and I am still in touch with
them, like with Olivier Mongin, who is editing the journal now.383
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paragraph, Taylor writes: “[T]he big problem, the big question is can you really love humans? And it's not
something you just turn on because you decide it is a good idea. In a certain sense you can put Dostoevsky
and Nietzsche together in asking this question. Nietzsche's answer is NO you can't, it is totally inauthentic to
pretend you can, therefore let's not try to crush the real greatness of humanity by pushing it in this respect.
The answer in Dostoevsky is YES, but it is not something you could ever program or bring about on your
own or understand. But it is there as a power which he shows us in his novels, and only in that way can we
not only live up to them, but connect them to human nature in a world based on benevolence, justice, and the
relief of suffering in the universe” (p. 150, emphasis added). We may highlight Taylor’s claim that for Dostoevsky love is “not something you could ever program,” as this same claim will emerge in our discussion of
Taylor’s account of agape and the prospect of its institutionalization later in this section of the chapter.
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The interviewers press him regarding his relations with the figures most commonly thought
to have inspired his work, Isaiah Berlin and Iris Murdoch. Were they not also important?
Taylor says they were, but emphasizes that it was Merleau-Ponty, Mounier, and Dostoevsky who were “seminal” and set him “on a certain path” even before he went to Oxford
and worked with Berlin and Murdoch.384
To understand better what Mounier contributed to setting Taylor on this “path,” we
may consider what seems to be his first published reference to Mounier in, I believe, his
first essay on religion: “Clericalism,” published in 1960. He refers to Mounier in the paper’s first footnote, appended to its title: “For all that I say in this paper,” he writes, “I am
very indebted to Fr. Yves Congar, as well as to Fr. Chenu and Fr. de Lubac, and of course,
to Emmanuel Mounier and the writers who have been influenced by him.”385 What makes
this footnote remarkable is that the fact that the themes treated here will be of concern to
Taylor throughout his career — this is no piece of juvenilia — and closely echo Mounier’s
work. A central theme in the essay is the need, as Taylor sees it, to maintain what he calls
a “necessary tension” between “human development” and “the will of God,” or, put otherwise, between history and eschatology.386 If this tension is collapsed onto the side of history, he writes, we have secularism; if onto the side of eschatology, we have clericalism.
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Only if the two are held together in tension can the Church be the “people of God” rather
than merely a “mass.”387
This concern to maintain a tension between history and eschatology is central to
Mounier’s thinking as well, as we have seen. Recall especially his discussion of the ideal
personalist community, which he suggests should be seen as pointing to a state “beyond
this life” — as an eschatological ideal, I have called it — rather than a state to be realized
in history. We are to keep this ideal vision of community always in view, as it “cannot but
give history a fundamental direction,” but also not try simply to “implement” it in the present, in this way maintaining a constant tension between history and eschatology.
Another, more substantive engagement with Mounier can be found in Taylor’s review of a 1981 book on Mounier by John Hellman, the McGill historian on whose work
we have drawn in chapter three.388 It is the third we will consider here. In his review, Taylor
says relatively little about Hellman’s book, but much about Mounier. Here, he speaks of
the “itinerary”389 of Mounier’s faith, a notion that figures prominently in his later work and
especially in the last chapter of A Secular Age.390 Mounier’s itinerary was, he says, “seemingly contradictory,” as it held both to Catholic faith and Nietzschean critique, yet Mounier
387
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bound these together by virtue of “two complementary features of his original, dissident,
anti-Establishment Catholic faith”: first, “[h]is sense of the spiritual importance of nonreligious, even anti-religious movements [and] belief that their critique of religion was justified as a necessary scourge of historical Christianity,” and second, his denial that any
“particular program, social form, or type of civilization could be identified with loyalty to
God’s transcendent purpose.”391
Both of these features have been central to Taylor’s own work in the years since he
published this review. Beyond noting that Taylor’s own Catholic faith could justifiably be
characterized in the same terms — as original, dissident, and anti-establishment — one
should note that the whole project of his recent work on religion is motivated by a desire
to show “the spiritual importance of non-religious, even anti-religious movements”; to
show how, that is, even atheism appeals to “sources” of motivation and energy that cannot
be wholly accounted for within the limits of a “closed” construal of what he calls in A
Secular Age “the immanent frame.”392 One thus can and ought to speak of the “spiritual”
motivations of contemporary atheism. Furthermore, Taylor has followed Mounier in holding that the criticisms to which Christianity has been subject in the modern period have in
fact been a “necessary scourge,” helping the Church, as he puts in a 1997 lecture “A Catholic Modernity?,” to leave behind “Christendom” and find new ways to put the gospel into
practice.393 Reading Taylor’s review, one is made to wonder how much of what he calls
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Mounier’s view is in fact his own and to what extent his own concerns overlap with those
he ascribes to Mounier.
These concerns with the nature of Christendom and Nietzschean critique are echoed
in another of Taylor’s references to Mounier, in an essay of 2005 on the “immanent counterEnlightenment,” a term Taylor coined to describe Nietzschean-style critique of the Enlightenment project. “[U]nbelief,” he says there, “has done … a great service” to Christianity
by freeing it from “Christendom,” which “was one of the great factors in limiting the Gospel in our lives.”394 In a footnote here, he cites Mounier: “Here I am clearly indebted to
Emmanuel Mounier. … I have developed these thoughts in ‘A Catholic Modernity?’” Taylor’s interest in the relation between Christian faith and the “unbelief” of the immanent
counter-Enlightenment is often regarded as a novel and distinctive feature of his work. We
are today, in our modern, secular world, he has long maintained, engaged in what he calls
a “three cornered battle”: a battle, that is — and here recall Mounier’s emphasis on confrontation; he sometimes referred to personalism as a “philosophy of combat” — not just
between “believers” and “unbelievers,” but including those aligned with the immanent
counter-Enlightenment.395 It is remarkable that Taylor’s debt to Mounier on this point has
not been acknowledged.
In A Secular Age, Taylor refers to Mounier in the body of the text just once, where
he echoes the earlier reference just discussed: in L’affrontement chrétien (trans., The Spoil
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of the Violent), he writes, Mounier appropriates “features of Nietzschean critique” in his
religious criticism of modern liberal civilization, thus exposing the tension between the
immanent counter-Enlightenment and the liberal order to be a defining “cross pressure” in
Western societies today.396 The remainder of his engagement with Mounier’s work in A
Secular Age draws on the latter’s first book, La pensée de Charles Péguy of 1931,
Mounier’s homage to the man who was in so many ways his model. Taylor quotes from
Mounier’s book more than a dozen times in the space of a few pages.397 He also admires
Péguy, calling him “a paradigm example of a modern who has found his own path, a new
path” and, later on, his “key example” of such a figure.
At one point, he notes that Péguy was much influenced by Henri Bergson: for like
Bergson, Péguy opposed “the consciousness of time that was central to the objectifying
view” of reality, connected with what Taylor calls “the mechanistic outlook.” As he writes
concerning this point:

The mechanistic outlook fails to understand the present; it sees it just as a momentary phase in a continuing process; whereas on the Bergsonian view, “le présent a
une épaisseur qui est exactement celle de la liberté dans le monde,” as Emmanuel
Mounier puts it. (The present has a depth that is exactly that of freedom in the
world.)

Mounier states the point in this way in his book on Péguy, and as noted this is Taylor’s only
source in this part of his discussion. It is worth emphasizing Taylor’s phrasing here, even
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if it is a bit hard to know whose view is being expressed — Taylor’s, Péguy’s, Bergson’s,
or Mounier’s. In any case, the phrasing is aptly representative of both what I take to be
Taylor’s and Mounier’s views, incorporating a suspicion of “process” and conviction that
“freedom” can be secured through something like a “deeper” perception of “the present.”
One supposes this may be taken to include time, space, and history alike. In these themes,
one might also hear an echoes of the personalist idea, as identified by Miller in the Catholic
Worker movement, and of the work of the “particular prophet” of that movement, Nicolas
Berdyaev, who was above all a thinker of freedom.
These references seem to indicate that Mounier was influential on Taylor’s thinking
in at least two specific ways: with respect to (1) Mounier’s effort to show that even secular
or anti-religious movements have what ought to be called spiritual motivations, and (2)
Mounier’s conviction that there is a crucial difference between history — including any
“particular program, social form, or type of civilization” — and eschatology, referring to
the openness of human history to something beyond itself. Yet as indicated above, I will
argue that the influence of Mounier on Taylor extends beyond these two points, and that
his work carries forward the spirit of Mounier’s personalism in a number of its most distinctive concerns.

b. Three concerns
A range of such broader concerns in Taylor’s work are apparent, and one could
justly focus on any of a number of them in considering the influence of Mounier on his
work. In what remains of this section I will focus on just three, but would note a few others
that are prominent and would need to figure into a more extended study of Taylor’s relation
to Mounier: (1) Taylor’s use of the term “excarnation” throughout A Secular Age to criticize
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a widespread modern way of being in the world, which, in addition to calling to mind
Merleau-Ponty, echoes Mounier’s strong emphasis on embodied experience;398 (2) his development of a distinction between “engaged” and “disengaged” stances toward our experience, the former of which puts us in touch with the “moral sources” that empower our
action and the latter of which alienates us from them, which clearly seems to echo
Mounier’s notion of engagement;399 and (3) Taylor’s notion of “strong evaluation,” so characteristic of his moral philosophy, by which we value some goods more highly than others
(he calls these “hypergoods”) and so bring order to our moral lives, which calls to mind
Mounier’s notion of “commitment” and view that certain of our defining commitments
give meaning and order and sense to all our engagements with others.400
Yet the three concerns in Taylor’s work on which I wish to focus here expose most
clearly, I believe, how he is carrying forward and building on certain themes of Mounier’s
personalism, and do most to clarify how the personalist idea can inform an ethos of respect
for persons today. These are, as noted above, (1) Taylor’s account of moral values, (2) his
account of modern secularity in A Secular Age of 2007, and, in that same work, (3) his
account of the role of neighborly love (agape) in overcoming modern disenchantment.
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Values
A first broad concern in Taylor’s work that functions to develop a key theme in
Mounier’s thinking is his account of moral values. In short: Taylor retains Mounier’s moral
realism, or claim that the values to which we relate exist independently of ourselves as
individuals, yet does so in a way built upon an account of our nature as linguistic beings,
acknowledging that we not only “find” values in our experience, but also, in language,
contribute to the task of “making” and remaking them in the particular conditions of our
communities and our historical moment.
In this, Taylor in effect carries forward Mounier’s concern for the objectivity of
moral values (they are something we “find”), while responding to the many just criticisms
brought against such a view, which rightly insist that the values we live by are to some
extent the product of our own “making,” both in language and in history. As we have seen
in our discussion of Ricoeur’s assessment of Mounier’s personalism, a major obstacle to
its perceived tenability after around the 1960s was its claim that all our lives unfold in
relation to a single, objective order of values. We may all be groping our way toward ever
more adequate articulations of the nature of this order, in Mounier’s view, but it exists to a
certain degree independently of our efforts to describe and relate to it. Both social conditions of increased plurality and the development of new theoretical attitudes toward the
very idea of values that marked the later decades of the twentieth century, Ricoeur held,
made this feature of Mounier’s view — call it his “moral realism” — less tenable. But this
was not a feature easily discarded from personalism: to be a person in the full sense entailed
necessarily that one relate to this order of values in an ever more articulate and intimate
way, and that one realize and actualize this relationship in one’s encounters with others.
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Taylor goes some distance toward resolving this problem especially in his work in
the 1980s, notably in two essays he published on the concept of the person in the years
immediately following his review of John Hellman’s book on Mounier in 1981: the first,
“The Concept of a Person,” based on a lecture he delivered in 1981, was first published in
1983, then collected in the first volume of his Philosophical Papers in 1985401; the second,
simply “The Person,” was first published in 1985.402 Given the laudatory tone of Taylor’s
account of Mounier’s work in his review of Hellman’s book in 1981, one may well suspect
that this opportunity to consider Mounier’s work anew, in preparing that review, played
some role in leading him to take up a concern with the “person” in these essays, though to
demonstrate this is beyond our means here.
There are common themes and claims in these texts and I will focus on these here.
It is worth noting, however, that the later essay is not a mere republication or expansion of
the former: these texts are wholly distinct and give evidence of development in Taylor’s
thinking. The first reflects his investment in debates about the human and natural sciences
in the late 1970s and early ‘80s, while the second is cast in terms that gesture toward his
concerns in Sources of the Self of 1989. It is the elements that are fairly consistent between
the two, however, and not the differences, that make clearest how Taylor’s account addresses and overcomes certain problems posed by Mounier’s conception of a single and
objective order of values, and thus I focus on these here.

401

Taylor 1985a, pp. 97-114.

402

Taylor 1985c.

221

In both essays, Taylor distinguishes between what he calls the “representational”
view of personhood and the “significance” view.403 On the former, an agent is a person if
it is conscious and can form mental representations of objects in its environment. On the
latter, which is the view Taylor advocates, an agent is a person if it is (1) self-aware, and
(2) in relation with “a range of significances which could only be those of a self-aware
being.”404 These significances are values — moral values and otherwise — that agents
perceive in their experience. A person is a person, then, if she is sensitive to and engages
in the project of articulating and working to understand and reshape these significances or
values. One useful example of a “significance” Taylor cites is the difference between anger
and indignation.405 This is a very subtle difference, and it is hard to claim that it exists in
the world as do physical objects we feel we can point to and designate. While non-linguistic
agents may be self-aware and can be said to have “standards” by which they form certain
preferences over others, only linguistic agents, Taylor maintains, can enter into a common
space where subtle differences of this kind, between emotions like anger and indignation,
are mutually recognized. It is through language, Taylor maintains, and talking through together what we mean by these ideas, that we establish a “public space.”406 Without language, something like the distinction between anger and indignation could not exist for us.
The fact that this distinction and others like it do exist for us, and that we can work out and
determine their meaning together with others, makes possible our common, public life.
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What is more, it is precisely the activity of doing so — of working out and determining the
meaning of the values we share, or do not share — which in a real way is our common,
public life.
Taylor’s claim is not that significances exist independently of us, or that we simply
“find” them, apprehending them by means of something like intellectual intuition. The values with which he is concerned are very much present and rooted in the world of our shared
experience. Though we discover them in our linguistic community as something that is not
the product of our own individual agency, also we, as a member of our community, contribute to making and remaking them. Taylor’s key claim in this respect is that the world
does not present itself to us initially as realm of neutral facts (as on the representational
view), upon which we then simply foist a set of values; our experience of the world is
already textured and already an admixture of fact and value; we find fact and value always
already bound up together in our perceptual and linguistic interactions with our real, singular world.
In these ways, Taylor retains an understanding of values as that which, through our
relation to them, make us persons in the fullest sense. Our relation to values makes us
different and more than merely conscious beings with a capacity for representation; more,
that is, than merely individuals in Mounier’s sense. Also, for Taylor, values are not created
by us individual agents out of whole cloth, yet also they are not timeless or formally universal in the way Mounier sometimes held them to be. As individual, self-aware agents
enmeshed in a world charged with significances, we contribute to making and remaking
the values and significances of our community. In this way, one can say, again, that Taylor
retains Mounier’s emphasis on persons’ relations to values that are not wholly of their own
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making, which is so central to his personalism, while addressing concerns, in effect, that
claims to knowledge of a wholly objective order of values can only be made in bad faith.

Secularity
A second place where Taylor’s echoes Mounier’s personalism is in his account of
the nature of modern secularity. He addresses this in a number of works, but nowhere more
thoroughly than in A Secular Age of 2007.407 I will focus on just one aspect of that large
work: namely the way in which the “Reform Master Narrative”408 he unfolds in the major
part of the text can be read, and I think can best be read, as presenting a movement from
the “personal” to the “impersonal”; from a conception of the world as overwhelmingly and
even threateningly “personal” place, that is, to a conception of the world as a fundamentally
“impersonal” order or space.
The terms Taylor uses to designate the starting and ending points of his narrative
are “enchanted” and “disenchanted,” of course, but a close reading shows that notions of
the “personal” and the “impersonal,” respectively, underlie this more familiar, Weberian
distinction. Taylor often characterizes the “enchanted” and “disenchanted” moments in his
narrative in terms of their “personal” or “impersonal” features, as we will see below. Indeed, the culminating chapter of the first stage of his narrative, meant to describe “how
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there came to be an exclusive humanist alternative to Christian faith,”409 is entitled “The
Impersonal Order.”
Taylor’s very reference to an “exclusive humanist alternative” here and elsewhere
can be read as an echo of Mounier. For as we have seen in chapter three, it was precisely
this supposed shift from the Christian humanism of the early Renaissance to the secular or
exclusive humanism of the late Renaissance that had produced, Berdyaev and Mounier
believed, the “destructive contradiction” of modernity: namely that this later humanism, in
Berdyaev’s words, “on the one hand exalted man and attributed to him unlimited powers,
and on the other saw nothing in him but a limited dependent creature, knowing nothing of
spiritual freedom.”410 Thus it was necessary, Mounier maintained, to “remake the Renaissance,” starting from a point prior to the emergence of this contradiction, in a way that was
closer in spirit to early, Christian humanism.
Understanding how Taylor treats notions of the personal and the impersonal here
can help us see both how quietly pervasive these notions are in his thinking and how his
treatment of them carries forward certain themes of Mounier’s work. In the premodern
societies of Taylor’s “enchanted” world, relations of power and subordination were often
“personalized,” he says, in the sense of unfolding in terms of “a hierarchical order of personalized links” and “a vertical world of mediated access.”411 In the modern period, by
contrast, this hierarchical order was replaced by an “impersonal egalitarian” order and a
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“horizontal, direct-access” society.412 A bit later on, Taylor describes the transition from
the former to the latter of these — which is the “first stage” of his Reform Master Narrative
— with helpful concision. He calls it:

a move along a continuum from a view of the supreme being with powers analogous
to what we know as agency and personality, and exercising them continually in
relation to us, to a view of this being as related to us only through the law-governed
structure he has created, and ending with a view of our condition as at grips with
an indifferent universe, with God either indifferent or non-existent.413

Here we find expressed the whole first stage of Taylor’s narrative, which extends from the
time of the so-called “enchanted” world to start of the nineteenth century. It consists of
three phases: (1) the enchanted world, where an understanding of the “supreme being” as
personal plays a key role, (2) the world of Enlightenment deism, and (3) our contemporary
world of impersonal, infinite spaces. Later on, again, Taylor describes this movement as
having been driven by a “bent” or “pull to impersonality.”414
The unfolding of these three phases leaves us, Taylor says, in an “immanent, impersonal order” he goes on to call the “immanent frame,” a term of art he uses to characterize the whole assembly of conditions of belief that define modern secularity.415 By redescribing this “order” as a “frame,” Taylor invites the possibility that this order might prove
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to be “open” to aspects or dimensions of our experience that cannot be conceptualized
wholly within its terms: we can “construe” the frame, as he puts it, either as “open” or
“closed.”416 Seeing our way toward an open construal in our day, he thinks, will likely
entail what he calls a “personal search” and a focus on what William James described as
“personal experience.”
These latter notions recall the wealth of language related to the “personal” in Taylor’s Sources of the Self, where he claims that, in our time, the “subtler languages” of romantic art are privileged sites of reconnection with the moral sources that motivate our
action in the modern world. Yet these languages, he emphasizes, must in our time always
be “indexed to a personal vision.”417 It is by way of such a personal development of subtler
languages, it seems, that one might become able to perceive the immanent frame in a new
way: not to leave it behind and regress to an “enchanted” world of personalized hierarchies,
which would amount to an undoing of modernity itself and could hardly be called an epistemic gain, but rather to live more fully within the world disclosed by the immanent frame
by “engaging” with it and with others in a manner always “indexed to a personal vision.”
These claims are again close to Mounier’s. For also in Mounier’s view, one might
overcome the limitations of a world seen as immanent or impersonal by means of, in effect,
a “personal search” or creative activity “indexed to a personal vision.” Also for him, one is
not to “go back” to a pre-modern world, so to speak, but start from a point within what we
call modernity itself — the spirit of the early, more open humanism of the Renaissance —
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and become aware in a new way of what Berdyaev had called our “spiritual freedom.”418
Mounier, as we saw in chapter three, framed nearly his entire presentation in Le Personnalisme of 1949 around the idea of “a personal universe”: of the universe as a place, that
is, where all are free to exercise creativity and engage in “the adventure of responsible
liberty.”419 As Mounier also writes in that work:

The emergence of the personal universe does not arrest the course of natural history,
but takes it up into the history of man, without wholly bending it thereto. … The
personal universe does not yet exist except in individual or collective exceptions,
in promises yet to be redeemed; yet its progressive conquest is the essential history
of mankind.420

Mounier’s personal universe is not a place distinct from our present world, and its creation
is not a matter of returning to an imagined, pre-modern, “enchanted” world. It is rather our
present, modern world “personalized” by our own creative activity of “personalization”;
by the fruits of our engagement, that is, in “the adventure of responsible liberty.” This adventure begins, it seems clear, from our achievement of a certain new way of seeing the
world, or maybe of “construing” it in Taylor’s sense. This new way of seeing in turn motivates a new way of being and acting, motivated by our more active engagement with the
“sources” of motivation or value which, Taylor is convinced, become available to us once
we make that initial open construal. This new way of being and acting, in turn, motivated
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by our engagement with values in the historical circumstance of our present world, promises to make the vision of a personal universe effective in history and lead others to the kind
of engagement, embodied awareness and practice of love that Mounier and Taylor call for.

Love
This leads us to the third of Taylor’s concerns I want to emphasize here, which
provides I believe the clearest evidence of his link to Mounier: namely the role of agape,
or neighborly love, in the positive vision he seems to propose in A Secular Age. This vision
can be read as proposing a solution to the great ethical question his book raises: if we wish
to overcome the malaises he associates with the “immanent, impersonal order” of our disenchanted world, but do not wish to go back to the “personalized hierarchies” of an enchanted world by way of a kind of regressive “re-enchantment,” then what are we to do?
How can we retain the gains of modernity and still achieve the “fullness” Taylor speaks of
in the book’s introduction?
Taylor’s answer centers on the notion of agape.421 Though he acknowledges that
this is a Christian idea, he is convinced that this motivating “source” is open to all, and
several times likens it to similar notions in other traditions (for example beneficence in
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modern secular humanism,422 or karuna in Buddhism423). Agape, for Taylor, is a “bodily
emotion”: it “moves outward,” he says, “from the guts.”424 Yet also, contrary to what this
very visceral description might suggest, it is “criterial for action.”425 Both “from the guts”
and also “criterial for action”: this is a strange combination. But Taylor holds together these
terms consistently in all his discussions of agape in the book. Agape is presented not as
merely a vague feeling, yet also not as a formal ideal; it is an emotion, rather, able to serve
as a non-formal standard in our relations with others. In this sense, it calls to mind Scheler’s
ethical personalism, in ways that would be worthy of further exploration.
The parable of the Good Samaritan is cited by Taylor as a paradigmatic illustration
of the kind of relations he has in mind, in several place here and elsewhere in his work.426
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agape.”
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Taylor 2007 mentions the parable in many places: pp. 158, 246, 277, 576, 737-39, and 742. We examine
these in what follows. He also develops a very similar account of the parable, which seems to be the basis
for his engagements with it here, in his Foreword to a volume of interviews with Ivan Illich published in
2005 as The Rivers North of the Future: The Testament of Ivan Illich (Cayley, ed. 2005). It is also worth
noting here that Taylor quotes from a “profound discussion” of the parable that appeared in the June 2003
volume of Esprit. Taylor cites articles from Esprit five times in A Secular Age (Taylor 2007, p. 824 n. 23; p.
831 n. 47; p. 832 n. 54; p. 845 n. 7; and here on the Good Samaritan, on p. 844 n. 39). In this last reference,
to an article by Paul Thibaud, Taylor writes the following: “Thibaud makes the remark that the Samaritan’s
response should not simply be seen as a one-off act. It inaugurates a new relation. “Cette relation s’étend
dans le temps, elle peut connaître des étapes comme le montre l’évocation de la convalescence à l’auberge,
elle inaugure un temps meilleur, unissant les protagonistes dans la perspective d’un avenir commun. L’horizon qui s’offre n’est pas un horizon apocalyptique, comme dans nombre d’autres paraboles évangéliques,
c’est un horizon historique, d’amélioration du monde.” See Thibaud, “L’Autre et le Prochain,” in Esprit,
June 2003, pp. 13–24. I might add, and Thibaud might well agree here, that this historical horizon makes
sense for Christians in relation to the deeper, apocalyptic one.” To render Thibaud’s passage in English: “This
relationship [between the Samaritan and the injured man] extends over time. It can go through the stages as
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He focuses on two features of the parable: first, the fact that the Samaritan, in helping the
unconscious Jewish man he encounters on the side of the road, acts in a way that swings
free of any rule, principle, or custom of his society, and in fact transgresses a number of
them.427 What prompts the Samaritan to act as he does, Taylor claims, is the bodily emotion
of agape that wells up in him at the sight of the Jewish man: he “is moved by the wounded
man.” In a climate of hostility between the Jews and Samaritans, his act “cuts across the
boundaries of the permitted ‘we’s’ in his world. It is a free act of his ‘I’.” The kind of
freedom he exercises is not what one might imagine it to be from a narrowly modern point
of view; it is “not something he generates just out of himself.” Rather we can say it is
something like what Mounier calls “responsible liberty”: for, as Taylor continues, the Samaritan’s freedom “is that he responds to this person. He feels called to respond … by the
wounded man himself. And in so responding, he frees himself from the bounds of the
‘we.’”
A second key feature of the story for Taylor, much in the spirit of the first, is the
“sheer accident” of the Samaritan’s happening across the wounded man at that moment.428
Here is an event that “takes us beyond any established relation into the domain of accident
or contingency.” Jesus spoke this parable, of course, in reply to a question posed to him:

are shown in the evocation of recovery at the inn, it inaugurates a better time, uniting the protagonists in the
prospect of a common future. The horizon it offers is not an apocalyptic horizon, as in a number of the other
evangelical parables, but an historical horizon of improving the world.” Taylor’s remark here is interesting:
that “for Christians” this historical horizon of “improving the world” “makes sense in relation to the deeper,
apocalyptic one.” It is striking how closely Taylor is here reproducing his call for a “necessary tension” to
be maintained between “human development” and eschatology in his “Clericalism” of 1960 (Taylor 1960).
It also may be seen to bear an interesting relation to our discussions of Miller 1973 and Kearney 2001a above,
in our presentation of the personalist idea in chapter two.
427
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“who is my neighbor?” As Taylor emphasizes, Jesus’ answer is clear from the story: your
neighbor is “the one you happen across, stumble across, who is wounded there in the
road.”429 Here we have, in sum, an act motivated by an emotion arising from an encounter
with a particular, wounded person — responding, that is, to this person — and undertaken
in circumstances that are utterly accidental and contingent. How in such a case, without the
guidance of any rule, principle, or institution, can we determine what response is appropriate?
Here Taylor refers to Ivan Illich: although the Samaritan’s act, he writes, “shakes
up the cosmos and the proportionalities which are established in it in ‘our’ society … it
does not deny proportionality.” Rather, it creates “a new kind of fittingness, belonging together, between the Samaritan and wounded Jew.” As he continues, drawing on Illich:

They are fitted together in a dissymmetric proportionality which comes from God,
which is that of agape, and which became possible because God became flesh. The
enfleshment of God extends outward, through such new links as the Samaritan
makes with the Jew, into a network, which we call the Church.430

In aligning himself with Illich’s view, here, Taylor is closer to Mounier’s two-term dialectic, as Ricoeur calls it, focusing on interpersonal relations and the promise of community,
than to Ricoeur’s three-term dialectic, which includes a role for institutions. His account
of the parable of the Good Samaritan leaves no room for institutions to play a positive role:
it is precisely the Samaritan’s swinging free from and even transgressing all institutions —
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and, as he stresses, all rules or imperatives — that he is able to respond to the man he
encounters based solely on his bodily emotion of agape. Only by responding in this way
does the Samaritan disclose a new kind of “proportionality,” able to serve as a standard for
his action — and this is the key term that Taylor draws from Illich, here: he cites Illich’s
notion of the “dissymmetric proportionality” of agape itself, which again clearly includes
only two persons: the Samaritan and the Jew. It is “dissymmetric.” The new “link” between
them, however, “extends outward,” giving rise to new links between other persons and
unfolding into a “network,” which Taylor calls in several places “a skein of human relations
animated by agape”431 and here he calls the “Church.”
This skein or network of interpersonal relations is Taylor’s answer to the great question of his book. For recall his narrative of secularization: from a “vertical” society in which
relationships are mediated by hierarchies of personal relationships, we have built, in the
modern period, a “horizontal” or “direct-access” society in which individuals relate to one
another immediately in a kind of network. Taylor wants to preserve this egalitarian character of our modern, network society, but in such a way as to render us more open to vertical,
personal relationships and encounters. What he needs, then, is an alternative kind of “network society,” and he finds this in the church, understood as a “network of agape.” “The
church,” he writes, is “a quintessentially network society, even though of an utterly unparalleled kind.”432 It is “unparalleled” because although it transcends all historical forms of
mediated relationship, such as kinship or fealty to a chief, it does not produce “a categorical
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society based on similarity of members, like citizenship.” It links “particular, unique, enfleshed people to each other,” rather than grouping them together “on the grounds of their
sharing some important property,” for example national identity or even the fact that they
“are all rights-bearers.”433 In this respect, he says, the network of agape that is the church
“resembles earlier kinship networks,” yet — and this is the crucial point — “it is unlike
tribal kinship groups in that it is not confined to the established ‘we’ … it creates links
across boundaries, on the basis of a mutual fittingness” disclosed to us when we respond
to one another based on the bodily emotion of agape.
Yet this network of agape is at risk of being “corrupted,” Taylor thinks, and so
sliding into a new and more rigid form. For the ideal of the network of agape just described
is of course hard to maintain, and “because we can’t live up to this, we need rules.”434 To
have rules is not in itself undesirable, Taylor emphasizes: “It’s not that we could just abolish
them.” But in “modern liberal civilization,” he thinks, we “fetishize” them, thinking that
“we have to find the RIGHT system of rules, norms, and then follow them through unfailingly.” We regulate the relationships formed initially in the network of agape. We seek

to shore up these relations; we institutionalize them, introduce rules, divide responsibilities. In this way, we keep the hungry fed, the homeless housed, the naked
clothed; but we are now living caricatures of the network life. We have lost some
of the communion, the “conspiratio,” which is at the heart of the Eucharist. The
spirit is strangled.435
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A paradigm of this, he says, again drawing on Illich, is “modern bureaucracies, based on
rationality and rules.”436 Living in such a context, we come to “see ourselves in new ways
… and the idiosyncratically-enfleshed individual becomes less relevant, not to speak of the
ways in which this enfleshed person flourishes through his/her network of friendships.”
There is something “monstrous” and “alienating” about this way of life, he says, which
“comes from a corruption of the highest, the agape network.”437
Again, Taylor’s view here is similar to Mounier’s. Starting from a network of interpersonal encounters and relationships of love — a network which is formed in the most
accidental way, and swings free from all rules, imperatives, and customs — one is evertempted, and naturally inclined, to seek to escape from the disturbingly contingent space
of constant unregulated encounters and take refuge in a system of rules that can offer more
regularity and security. Yet for Taylor and Mounier alike, “the spirit,” in this way, “is strangled.” The real element of faith in Taylor’s account, then, one can say, and the real gamble
in personalism itself, is twofold: first, it is a gamble to believe that our unregulated, contingent responses to contingent encounters with other persons will, over time, unfold into
the network of agape that Taylor envisions; but also second, and more importantly, it is a
gamble to suppose that this community of love will also be a community of justice, that
justice will follow from love.
In an important sense, one can say that this is simply the gamble of Christian faith:
for it is God, we should not forget, who is here said to be the “first cause” of this network
of agape. The two-term dialectic of Taylor’s and Illich’s “disymmetric proportionality” has
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a mysterious third partner, something like the “third who walks always beside you” in Eliot’s The Wasteland. It is only because God “became flesh” in the life of Jesus of Nazareth
that we can have confidence that the “bodily emotion” of agape can be not only “criterial
for action,” but will also lead to justice.
Yet to call Taylor’s gamble simply Christian is not enough, for his account of love
in A Secular Age has been much criticized even by other Catholics, who regard Taylor’s
rejection of the role of institutions in the life of the church as ambiguous and even dangerous. Mounier’s view has been criticized in much the same way, as has the approach of the
Catholic Worker movement. Love is not enough, the critics say. Similar debates have dogged personalism from its earliest years, even already in relation to Scheler’s “non-formal
ethics of values,” in which bodily emotion plays such a prominent role. Such a faith that
love will lead to justice can be called “explosive,” recalling Maurin’s frequent comparison
of the social doctrine of the Catholic church to “dynamite.” It promises to swing free of all
of the rules, norms, institutions, and customs of our society and to revolutionize society, in
this way, by returning to what are held to be its roots in our immediate, personal encounters
with one another. It is perhaps here that Taylor’s proximity to Mounier is most apparent: in
the hope, that is, that a “network of agape” will enable us to overcome modern disenchantment and lead not only to a “personal universe” but, against the odds, to a just society.

Language, Love, and Justice
Both Ricoeur and Taylor, then, are in certain ways close to Mounier’s personalism,
as I have tried to show. Yet neither calls himself a “personalist.” Both rather adopt themes
from Mounier’s work, as I have said, which they carry forward and develop in their own.
Recalling the musical metaphor offered by Ricoeur, one can say that both adopt from
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Mounier certain “tonalities” and “holding notes,” and even a certain “matrix” of thought,
in a way that leaves aside the ambiguities of “personalism” as a distinct philosophy or
political position. Both leave aside, that is, features of Mounier’s personalism that were
specifically responsive to his own historical circumstances, while retaining and, I want to
say, rethinking the personalist idea. In this way, both express it in a way more responsive
to the circumstances of their time: responsive to the specific “conditions of belief,” as Taylor puts it in A Secular Age, in late-twentieth century “former Latin Christendom.”438
A similarity is apparent in Ricoeur’s and Taylor’s efforts in this respect: namely,
their mutual affirmation of our nature as linguistic beings. For Ricoeur, the very fact of
being a personal agent entails that one is a “speaking person,” interacting with others and
with language itself; for Taylor, the “significances” that constitute our personhood are “inherently linguistic.” Clearly both have taken “the linguistic turn,” as it used to be called, in
a way Mounier never did and cannot have been expected to do. For although Taylor, at
least, defends a moral realism that sees us as standing in relation to sources of motivation
that are unable to be accounted for in strictly naturalist terms, neither he nor Ricoeur subscribes to what Hannah Arendt called the “two-world theory,” emerging from certain readings of Plato and marking so much of the tradition of Western philosophy.439 Both Ricoeur
and Taylor, it seems, are thinkers very much in and of the world — of this, their own,
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particular, historical world — even if both are likewise keen to better account for dimensions of our experience of this world that too often elude our attention.
More striking, however, is the difference in their receptions of Mounier’s work with
respect to the relation between love and justice, as I have aimed to show. Taylor, in A Secular Age, remains close in spirit to Mounier by developing in effect what Ricoeur calls a
two-term dialectic of person and community, exhibiting a confidence both that a “network
of agape” will arise from interpersonal encounters and, implicitly, that this network, or
loving community, will bend toward justice. Mounier exhibits this same confidence and
same suspicion of institutions, especially in his early work. Ricoeur, in his later essay on
Mounier as we have seen, argues that this two-term dialectic is not enough, for it fails to
recognize the positive role of “just institutions” in the life of a community. Hence he proposes a three-term dialectic: an ethical community will be not only a community of love,
but will respond to a person’s “desire for an accomplished life — with and for others — in
just institutions.”440 Taylor does acknowledge the fact of institutions in what he says about
the parable of the Good Samaritan, but their role is roundly negative: institutions are what
the Samaritan flouts in his decision to help the injured man, and they are that into which
the “network of agape” degenerates — into a system of rules — due to our natural inability
to maintain this network and tendency to seek the security of more fixed arrangements.
What can we make of this difference? Will love on its own lead to justice, or not?
Are institutions a sign of the degeneration of a loving community, or the very context in
which such a community becomes possible? What grand questions. This is the problem of
Sophocles’ Antigone, where the interpersonal and institutional dimensions of community
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life are shown to clash in a way that has shaped our tradition. How to approach this problem
and these questions?
The personalist idea, which I am claiming both Ricoeur and Taylor bring to expression here, offers only an affirmation of the perennial tension between love and justice, not
its resolution. Some aid in understanding this tension can be found in the work of Mounier
himself: namely in his account of the “field of action” in the concluding chapter of his Le
Personnalisme of 1949. The field of action, he says, is delimited by two “poles”: a “political pole” and a “prophetic pole.” As he says of these:

The accomplished man of action has in himself this double polarity and is able to
manoeuvre between the one and the other … The political temperament which lives
by arrangements and compromises, and the prophetic temperament which lives by
meditation and spiritual valour, cannot as a rule co-exist in the same person. For
great concerted actions it is indispensable that we bring men of both kinds into
reciprocal and complementary action: otherwise the prophets in their isolation will
turn to vain imprecation, while the tacticians become entangled in their own manoeuvres.441

Mounier is not speaking here of institutions, but we may find in what he says of the political
pole, I believe — in its concern with “arrangements and compromises” — an implicit reference to institutional life. The “man of action” will be mindful of this tension between the
political and prophetic poles of action, and even if these poles, which Mounier suggests
correspond to two “temperaments,” cannot “as a rule co-exist in the same person,” we can
as a community let our action be shaped by both. We have, then, both justice, understood
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as the “political” task of working within institutions to secure “arrangements and compromises,” and love, understood as the “prophetic” task of pursuing what Mounier here calls
“spiritual valour,” but which we may prefer to call the exercise of a “spiritual freedom;” a
form of free action that swings free from the accepted forms and conventions of our common life to make manifest new forms of relation that reach beyond our present horizons,
as the Samaritan is shown to do in the parable. One may call Ricoeur’s approach more
“political,” in Mounier’s sense of the term here, and Taylor’s more “prophetic.” If Mounier
is right, though, and we do need both of these “poles” — need to bring people “of both
kinds into reciprocal and complementary action” — then we may indeed not face a choice
between Ricoeur’s and Taylor’s positions here.
Yet we can say that it is Ricoeur’s affirmation of the role of just institutions in an
ethical community, more than Taylor’s confidence in the extension of a network of agape,
that more adequately reflects the tension Mounier points to here, between the political and
the prophetic poles of the field of action. Also with respect to my own aim in this study as
a whole, namely to understand how the personalist idea can inform an ethos of respect for
persons, Ricoeur’s account offers more promise. For in a way, Taylor’s radical distinction
between interpersonal and institutional relations, and apparent view that institutional relations — as systems of rules — are a degeneration of the network of agape, however necessary that may be, is more reflective of Mounier’s early, strident personalism than of his
later, mature view. One suspects that Ricoeur’s first-hand experience of Mounier’s development — including his brief, ambiguous entanglement with Vichy — may have left him
more sensitive to the danger of a too-exclusive affirmation of love and interpersonal relations as the basis of a community’s life. The lack of just institutions in the Vichy period,
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one thinks, and Ricoeur’s own witness of how Mounier’s early personalism fared in that
context — a witness Taylor did not share — cannot but have informed Ricoeur’s desire to
ensure that institutions be accorded a more positive role in the framework of his friend’s
thinking.

Conclusion
Our aim in the chapter has been twofold: both to examine how Ricoeur and Taylor
develop certain key themes of Mounier’s personalism, and to show that both offer ways to
overcome certain dangers and shortcomings in his thinking, as well as ways to understand
how the personalist idea can best be expressed and articulated today. In the first two sections of this chapter, I have pursued the first of these aims by examining Ricoeur’s and
Taylor’s reception and development of Mounier’s ideas; in the third section, I have considered part of the second aim, concerning the dangers and shortcomings in Mounier’s thinking: Ricoeur, in his account of just institutions, seems to do more than Taylor to overcome
the danger that a community of love will not turn out to be a community of justice, this
being perhaps the greatest danger to have threatened Mounier’s personalism during the
latter’s own lifetime.
The latter part of my second aim thus remains to be addressed: namely, how do
these examinations of Ricoeur’s and Taylor’s rethinking of the personalist idea clarify how
this idea can best be expressed and articulated today? I believe there are two major lessons
to be drawn here.
The first concerns the concept of the person itself and it constitution in language
and in history. Both Ricoeur and Taylor, in different ways, make clear the degree to which
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we as persons are constituted as such by our relationships with others — especially in language, but also, as Ricoeur emphasizes, in action and in the narration of our lives. Even
Mounier emphasized that the person is not to be understood as some “angelic” part of ourselves, wholly distinct from ourselves as individuals, and speaks of “movements” of personalization and individualization that together make us persons. But this account proved
inadequate; despite all its emphasis on movement and change, it did not sufficiently illuminate the ways in which persons are linguistically and historically constituted.
The second and more pressing lesson to be drawn here, I believe, concerns the role
of institutions and relation between love and justice. For here, despite the appeal of Taylor’s
more radical account, Ricoeur convincingly establishes the crucial and positive role of “just
institutions” in an ethical community: not only the negative role, that is, of serving as an
aid once the relations of love that bind a community have decayed, but the positive role of
enabling and making it possible to sustain such relations of love — of self-esteem and
solicitude, or one could say self-respect and friendship — from the start. Ricoeur’s case for
this claim seems not only to support his own conclusions, but to offer matter for thought
for anyone who would put personalism into practice.
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GENERAL CONCLUSION

My aims in this conclusion are three. First, I offer a brief statement of the findings
of this study. Second, I respond directly to the question of how the materials I have considered might inform an “ethos of respect for persons” and what this would look like in practice, returning, in this, to certain claims from Larmore’s work to put them in conversation
with the materials we have considered. Third, I briefly consider how Pope Francis echoes
certain key personalist themes in his recent work and how his own claims offer some indication of what an ethos of respect for persons might look like in practice. Finally, I indicate
some avenues for further research on the matters and materials considered in this study.

Statement of Findings
I would emphasize here two findings that stand out from among the many identified
in the preceding chapters.
The first is the most obvious: that personalism does indeed amount to a broad yet
distinct movement in modern thought and practice. In chapter two I have sketched a history
of personalism starting from the work of Jacobi in the 1790s, reaching through the work of
Scheler and Mounier in the twentieth century, and up to the present. The question of
whether the history of personalism ought to be held to extend so far as this, or whether it
can more properly be said to begin with the development of Scheler’s ethical personalism
in 1917, or with Berdyaev’s and Marc’s politicization of that personalism around 1931, can
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be debated. At the very least, we can say that personalism has existed as a broad yet distinct
movement of thought and practice for roughly the past century at least and had an effect
on the political, philosophical, and cultural developments of that period far out of proportion to the scant degree to which it is known.
As noted in the introduction: where personalism is known today, it is generally regarded as a Catholic movement. It is my hope that this study has demonstrated otherwise.
Thomistic personalism is a Catholic movement; personalism in a broader sense is not. The
work of many who are not Catholic has figured large in the story I have unfolded: to speak
only of the twentieth century, it is clear that personalism may not have been emerged at all,
or at least not had much of a social effect, were it not for Berdyaev, Marc, Ricoeur, and
King, who were Orthodox, Jewish, Reformed, and Baptist, respectively. One may also note
the role of Maritain’s personalism, which he developed alongside that of the younger and
more volatile Mounier and which, as Samuel Moyn has demonstrated, was decisive in the
early development of human rights discourse. Much more remains to be said about Maritain’s work, and would have to be said in a longer study. I make mention of his work and
its effect here only to emphasize a main element of this first finding, concerning personalism as a movement: that personalism is not and never was an exclusively Catholic phenomenon, and to this extent its history is relevant not only for Catholics, but anyone concerned with the history of, at least, the twentieth century.
Acknowledging the fact of this history, too, in all it diversity, might have a salutary
effect on specifically Catholic conversations, for it shows that the idea of the “human person,” now so central to Catholic thought and social teaching, itself has a history; this idea
is not simply a part of the deposit of faith, that is, but arose in its current form in quite
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specific and recent historical circumstances in the early twentieth century, in tandem with
the development of phenomenology and existentialism. There have been many varieties
even of Catholic personalism: Mounier’s, which ultimately emphasized dialogue with
Marxism; Maritain’s, which became connected with liberal democracy; and Wojtyła’s,
which was joined with Thomism. When an idea can be shown to have a history — and
indeed such a diverse history — it becomes more readily available as an object for critical
reflection and development. As debates in the Catholic Church continue to play out over
the whole range of social and political issues, it would be valuable to remain mindful of,
one can say, the historicity and contested nature of the concept so often at the center of
these debates: the human person.
Also connected with this first finding, we may note our own account, in chapter
two, of the personalist idea. This term was in circulation in Mounier’s time, as we can see
from his reference to it in “Personnalisme catholique” of 1940, and, based on the work of
the figures we have considered and especially William Miller’s account of this idea, we
can say it has at least three features: (1) an emphasis on the practice of active love, (2) an
affirmation of a certain “way of seeing,” (3) and an affirmation of the importance of a
certain mode of interpersonal encounter. We have also found evidence of this idea playing
a role in the work of authors not connected with personalism as such, and have emphasized
the work of Roger Scruton and Richard Kearney in this respect. The fact of the currency
of this “idea” constitutes a finding, or a part of this first finding, to the extent that it clarifies
that personalism is not first and foremost, and has never been in the view of the majority
of those who have identified with it, a philosophical system, but rather, as Ricoeur would
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later put it, a “matrix,” “tonality,” or “holding note” — in short, an “idea.” No wonder that
something so elusive would fail to gain traction and recognition as a distinct movement.
A second finding is related to this and concerns the ambiguities of personalism and
the personalist idea: namely, that personalism and its idea have been more often interested
to affirm tensions than propose positive positions, more concerned to pose questions than
defend answers, and this ambiguity has been at once its great strength and a major reason
for its obscurity.
It has been a strength of personalism, especially after the Second World War, for
enabling it to promote an open spirit of engagement: one which much informed the work
of Maurin, Day, Ricoeur, and Taylor, as we have seen, and many others besides. It has made
it possible for personalists and those motivated by the personalist idea to work with very
“thick” claims about ourselves as persons and our communities without excluding the
claims of others — for the personalist position has tended to be put forward as a suggestion,
or even a provocation, but rarely with the rigor and determinate quality of a formal philosophical claim that one could defend or refute. We may call this a strength insofar as it has
enabled ideas of broadly personalist inspiration to have an effect in many very diverse areas
of our culture: in Catholic social teaching, human rights discourse, the counterculture of
the 1960s, and, in Ricoeur and Taylor, in formal philosophical reflection.
Yet this very open quality of personalism and its idea has also been a reason for its
obscurity, perhaps for obvious reasons. It can be hard to find a response to the direct and
quite reasonable question, “what is personalism?” Both Ricoeur and Taylor, as we have
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seen, decline to defend the term; Mounier himself, in Qu’est-ce que personnalisme?, resorts to recounting the history of personalism’s development in response to this question,
and in Le Personnalisme gets not far beyond calling it a “method” and “exigency.”
Our own consideration of the work of Maurin and Day can help us understand the
meaning of this ambiguous quality of personalism. For although neither could be called a
leading theorist of personalism as a philosophy or movement, one can surely say this is no
deficiency in their work, but an indicator of the special value of their contribution to personalism and its idea in our time. For if personalism is indeed, as Mounier held, a “method”
and “exigency,” then it is meant to be practiced, not itself to become an object of strenuous
reflection. As Mounier himself writes of the word “personalism” at the start of Qu’est-ce
que personnalisme?: “The word itself does not make any difference.”442 What matters is
rather how one’s encounter with the personalist idea affects one life and living. In the cases
of Maurin and Day, we find a constant and indeed strenuous effort to act on convictions
concerning the character of persons, personal relations, community, and justice. They were
too engaged in responding to the demands and opportunities of their time to pause for reflection on the “system” one might develop based on their practice. This is a form of practice that Mounier himself would have readily recognized, and which perhaps offers a more
vivid expression of personalism than anything one could write on the subject. It is notable
that Mounier was no less engaged in building personalism as a movement than in the effort
to articulate his view in theory.
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An Ethos of Respect for Persons
Having identified these findings, I would return to the question posed at the beginning of this study, concerning the idea of ourselves as persons and our understanding of
personal life. I ask there:

can we develop today an account of ourselves as persons and of the dynamics of
personal life — and a way of putting these ideas into practice — that both affirms
our ultimate freedom with respect to the contexts and structures and processes of
which we are a part, while also robustly affirming our embodiment, situatedness,
and constitutive relationships with others?

The question has two parts. In response to the first, concerning an “account” of the person
and personal life, we may say that although all of the figures whose work we have examined were engaged in developing something like an account of this sort, none are distinguished or recognized for having succeeded in this specifically theoretical task. Of the figures connected with personalism whose work we have considered, even the most philosophically inclined — Mounier, Ricoeur, and Taylor — are widely regarded as thinkers
whose claims are hard to pin down and whose work is marked by a certain ambiguity, even
if one can call it, as I would, a pregnant ambiguity.
Can such an account be developed, then, if even these thinkers — so obviously
committed to the task — have not done so? Can we develop some account, that is, that both
affirms our freedom while also affirming our situatedness? Many have tried to achieve
precisely this combination in other contexts, of course, notably in the space of debates
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about “situated freedom,” to which Merleau-Ponty and others connected with existentialism have contributed.443 To examine these debates is beyond our scope here. In the context
of personalism specifically, we can only conclude that this task remains to be accomplished, and that a theoretically satisfying personalist account of ourselves as persons and
of personal life, even though these are primary themes of personalist reflection, seems not
yet to have been developed, at least not in a form that has exerted any great influence on
the recent history of ideas.
This lack is a reason for personalism’s obscurity, but also, as I have argued above,
a source of its strength. For perhaps the task of developing such an account is renewed and
reshaped in every historical moment, such that it falls to each new generation to develop
what accounts they can, ever provisionally, amidst the shifting conditions and demands of
its time. Personalism’s failure to articulate a universally valid and compelling account of
its premises and conclusions may thus perhaps be regarded as reflective of its character
and of the nature of its task, not a point to be counted against it.
Concerning the second part of our question, with respect to practice, we can give a
more definite answer: yes, such a form of practice can be developed, and has been. We find
examples of it in Maurin and Day, and even Mounier himself. We may look to the case of
the Good Samaritan, as described by Taylor. What one finds in all these cases is a radical
openness and willingness to engage, with love, whomever comes into one’s life, and a habit
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I am thinking here of the debate between Merleau-Ponty and Jean-Paul Sartre concerning the nature of
freedom. One finds one site of this debate in the concluding chapter of Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of
Perception, entitled “Freedom,” where he makes the claim against Sartre’s more radical conception of freedom that “free action, in order to be discernible, has to stand out against a background of life from which it
is entirely, or almost entirely, absent” (Merleau-Ponty 2002, p. 507, emphasis added). This is not the place
to examine this debate. I note it only to acknowledge that the concerns that have motivated the present study
have been pursued elsewhere and that bringing the personalist materials on which we have focused into
conversation with those other efforts could be fruitful indeed.
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of regarding the contingency of such encounters as a marker of their value rather than a
sign that we are somehow at liberty to neglect them.
The guiding concern of this study has been the prospect of developing and sustaining what I have called an ethos of respect for persons. The conclusions I have stated here
concerning the primacy of practice in personalism, and degree to which the personalist idea
refers to a mode of practice rather than theory a — a practice of seeing, encounter, and love
— accord with the designation of this guiding concern as an “ethos”: not as an ethic, that
is, in the sense of an ethical theory, and not first and foremost as a “principle,” in Larmore’s
sense. To articulate one’s practice in the form of a principle or a set of principles — or, one
can say, to make explicit the reasons for one’s conduct — is of course a valuable and even
necessary endeavor, but from the point of view of personalism as we have considered it
here one can say that such an endeavor will be secondary: that one will first see, encounter,
and love, to put is so, and then, from within the space of relations established by these
activities, articulate a principle or principles that can, so to speak after the fact, render one’s
conduct in that space more intelligible to oneself and to others.
In a way, this can be seen to accord with Larmore’s claim concerning the role historical contingency in specifically the justifiability of the principle of respect for person, as
distinct from its bindingness. For although this principle is universally binding, in Larmore’s view, such that we are accountable to it whether we recognize the fact or not, it is
not universally justifiable. In order to recognize the principle as justified and thus binding
on us as persons, Larmore writes, “we may have to have had a certain history and gone
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through certain experiences.”444 He emphasizes that his position on this point is not foundationalist: there is no single, universal, knock-down argument that could convince any
rational agent, in any way situated, that the principle of respect for persons is justified, and
thus binding on her.
My claim, then, is this: that the practice of personalism, in the forms we have examined in this study, can aid in the building of a culture — something like a “new form of
civilization” in Mounier’s early sense, though less grandly conceived — in which individuals are encouraged toward the kinds of experiences that can lead them to discern the validity of the (universally binding) principle of respect for persons. As Larmore himself
seems to suggest, our task with respect to the justifiability of this principle is primarily
cultural and historical and even political, and only secondarily a matter of developing more
convincing arguments, though surely such an effort will be a part of the formation of such
a new civilization or culture. Mounier himself certainly regarded it as such.
Of course it may be vacuous merely to suggest that people be “encouraged” toward
certain experiences. For as Mounier himself constantly emphasized, a personalist civilization is not a kind of spiritualism; it is equally and essentially material, as much as the person
is not an angel but an embodied being. The task of creating a new civilization is not, in his
view, a matter merely of inviting people to discuss ideas — though that would be part of
the effort — but to create, by means of hard struggle and personal sacrifice, social and
economic conditions in which each was accorded the necessary material means to develop
a fully personal life and discover and pursue their “vocation.”
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There is indeed “a certain level of human misery,” recall, as Mounier notes in the
Manifeste, below which one is not free to do these things; below which the sheer effort to
preserve one’s life will be so onerous that the very suggestion of something like an “adventure of responsible liberty” can only be heard as a kind of joke, wildly out of touch with
the actual circumstances of one’s life. It is here that Ricoeur’s emphasis on the importance
of just institutions is shown to be an especially valuable extension of Mounier’s project:
for only when we, as Rawls has said, seek to maximize the share of those who have the
least — when all, that is, are brought above “a certain level of human misery” — can we
truly speak with a straight face about an adventure of responsible liberty. Here I am raising
the prospect of something like a basic income, for which Philippe Van Parijs has made a
compelling case.445 Before that kind of broad, societal security is established, or begun
actively to be established on a large scale, there will be something false about “encouraging” people toward experiences.
How concretely can such conditions be achieved? To answer this question exceeds
my scope in this study, of course, but we may recall some examples of concrete steps discussed above. In chapter three, for example, I referred to the Mondragon Corporation, a
worker-owned cooperative inspired in large part by Mounier’s personalism, as an example
of a venture conceived in a way that is close to personalism as I have described it. Mounier
himself also, recall, identified a number of concrete possibilities in the Manifeste, and one
has no reason to think his advocacy of these changed in his later work: in part, to “establish
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See for example Van Parijs’s Real Freedom for All: What (if anything) can justify capitalism? (Van Parijs
1998).
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a business enterprise on other than capitalist lines, to form a credit union, to form a society
for studying the personalist requirements relative to [one’s] profession.”446

Pope Francis and Personalism
Pope Francis has echoed certain key personalist themes in his first two major documents — the apostolic exhortation Evangelii Gaudium (2013, EG) and the encyclical
Laudato Si’ (2015, LS) — and his claims offer some indication of what an ethos of respect
for persons might look like in practice.
Both documents make a concept of the person central both to their diagnosis of
contemporary culture and to their positive account of a vision for change. For example we
read, in EG:

The current financial crisis can make us overlook the fact that it originated in a
profound human crisis: the denial of the primacy of the human person! We have
created new idols. The worship of the ancient golden calf (cf. Ex 32:1-35) has returned in a new and ruthless guise in the idolatry of money and the dictatorship of
an impersonal economy lacking a truly human purpose.447

This is a powerful statement, but perhaps not surprising. Such an approach, emphasizing
the “primacy” of the human person, has been typical in papal documents at least since the
Second Vatican Council, and one might be inclined to regard such statements here as
simply typical. Yet the specific ways in which Francis refers to the person exhibit an affinity less with a Thomistic personalism, such as informed the work, in part, of his immediate
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predecessors — especially Pope John Paul II, as we have seen — than with the other forms
of personalism on which we have focused here: forms less concerned with Thomism or
even with the language of rights, and more concerned with encounter, dialogue, and love.
In LS, for example, we find the following statement on the “social dimension of
openness to others”:
Our openness to others, each of whom is a “thou” capable of knowing, loving and
entering into dialogue, remains the source of our nobility as human persons. A correct relationship with the created world demands that we not weaken this social
dimension of openness to others, much less the transcendent dimension of our openness to the “Thou” of God.448

Francis’s use of the language of “thou” here, recalling the notion of an I-Thou encounter
as developed by Martin Buber and taken up by certain personalists in France in the 1930s
and ‘40s, including Mounier,449 also appears elsewhere in LS.450 The notion of dialogue
plays a major role in both. In EG, for example, in a section entitled “Person to Person”
concerned with the activity of evangelization, Francis writes that “[t]he first step” in this
activity “is personal dialogue … only afterwards is it possible to bring up God’s word.”451
And in LS: “[t]rue wisdom … [is] the fruit of self-examination, dialogue and generous
encounter between persons.”452 Likewise the theme of love is prominent — hardly a surprise, of course — yet its treatment in both of these documents is notable for the emphasis
448
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both place on the social dimension of love: “Love,” we read in LS, “is also civic and political … social love is the key to authentic development.”453
To address the matter of Francis’s relation to personalism of course would require
a far more thorough treatment than I am able to provide here in conclusion. Having noted
these few signs of his affinity with personalist ideas, then, and specifically his affinity with
a personalism of encounter, dialogue, and love, I would note just one passage from LS
where he speaks of the human person in a way that highlights the closeness of his thinking
to the forms of personalism I have considered here.
This occurs near the end of Francis’s discussion of what he calls our “technocratic
paradigm”454: this paradigm, he says, or way of seeing the world, “exalts the concept of a
subject who, using logical and rational procedures, progressively approaches and gains
control over an external object.”455 In order to challenge this paradigm, he writes, we must
“broaden our vision”456: we need “a distinctive way of looking at things, a way of thinking,
policies, an educational programme, a lifestyle and a spirituality which together generate
resistance to the assault of the technocratic paradigm.”457 This contention alone clearly
echoes the spirit of personalism we have been considering here; it could have been made
by Mounier.
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Yet the connection between Francis’s concern here in LS and personalism is made
still clearer a few paragraphs later, when he speaks of the connection between ecology and
the person: no merely technological effort to address our current ecological crisis will be
sufficient, he thinks, just as no strictly economic effort will be sufficient to address our
economic crisis, as he asserted in EG. For both crises have at their foundation, in his view,
a misguided anthropology. He writes here, in LS:

There can be no renewal of our relationship with nature without a renewal of humanity itself. There can be no ecology without an adequate anthropology. When
the human person is considered as simply one being among others, the product of
chance or physical determinism, then “our overall sense of responsibility wanes”.
A misguided anthropocentrism need not necessarily yield to “biocentrism”, for that
would entail adding yet another imbalance, failing to solve present problems and
adding new ones. Human beings cannot be expected to feel responsibility for the
world unless, at the same time, their unique capacities of knowledge, will, freedom
and responsibility are recognized and valued.458

It is not fanciful here to link the notion of a “misguided anthropocentrism” with Taylor’s
notion of an “exclusive humanism” and even Berdyaev’s claim that the humanism of the
later Renaissance freighted modernity with a “destructive contradiction” in its account of
human beings. The task facing us today, Francis here suggests, is to cultivate a sense of
“responsibility for the world.” It is not enough, then, to adopt a “biocentrism”: to regard
ourselves, that is, as simply and finally a part of the natural world. This may have the
laudable effect of checking our destruction of nature, but will not, in Francis’s view, address
the heart of the problem, which concerns our view of ourselves, our “anthropology.” In
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order to develop a sense not only for our obligation to care for the natural world but for our
responsibility to that world — analogous to the responsibility we bear toward others, and
for Francis toward God, as “Thous” whom we encounter — we need a “renewal of humanity,” an “adequate anthropology.”

Further Research
Many promising avenues for further research on the matters and materials considered in this study are apparent. I will indicate four.
A first would be to investigate in greater depth than I have done here the connection
between nineteenth- and twentieth-century forms of personalism. This is a pressing historical concern, as it would make it possible to determine whether one can justly speak of
personalism as a movement roughly coterminous with post-Kantian modernity, or should
rather treat it as arising, in the forms in which we have it today, only in the twentieth century. I regard this as an unresolved question of this study. As indicated in chapter two, I
believe there is good reason to emphasize the continuities between earlier and later forms
of personalism, and some commentators agree. Others do not. It would be worthwhile to
resolve this question.
A second avenue would be to investigate the role played by personalist ideas in the
work of several prominent authors connected with Mounier’s personalist movement in its
early years, both in positive and critical respects: most notably the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Simone Weil, and Emmanuel Levinas.459 Such an effort could open up new

459

On this see my several notes concerning these relationships at the beginning of chapter three, near the
start of the discussion of the “roots” of Mounier’s personalism.

257

avenues for investigation that would be not only of historical interest, relative to the interpretation of the work of these authors, but also of a more constructive interest, making it
possible to understand how the work of these authors, which has been more fully documented and studied than any source connected with personalism, could inform the interpretation of the history and constructive prospects of personalism. One such work has been
published recently in Italian, on Mounier and Weil.460
A third avenue I would note concerns the work of Ricoeur. I have here focused only
on several of his short essays, which I believe to be appropriate given the aims and limits
of this study and the fact that Ricoeur’s explicit efforts to engage and develop Mounier’s
personalism occurred in these short texts. But if my contention here is correct — namely,
that Ricoeur, like Taylor, was engaged in various ways and to various degrees with the
“matrix” of thought proposed by Mounier in his later work throughout his career — then
many other of Ricoeur’s works would merit consideration in this light: most notably his
Fallible Man of 1960, written at a time when he was still much engaged in a direct way
with the claims of Mounier’s personalism; Oneself as Another of 1985; Amour et Justice
(Love and Justice), written in the early 1990s and first published in 2008; and his two late
works on justice: The Just (2000) and Reflections on the Just (2007).461 A whole project
could be fruitfully conducted on the relation between Ricoeur’s works over the sweep of
his career and his reception of Mounier.
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The Just (Ricoeur 2000) and Reflections on the Just (Ricoeur 2007). Both of the lattermost works, on justice,
were first published in France by Editions Esprit in 1995 and 2001, respectively. Neither appeared posthumously. Amour et Justice did, however (Ricoeur died in 2005), and has yet to be translated.
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A fourth avenue would be to conduct a more thorough and dedicated study of
Mounier’s works, including not only his works exclusively devoted to personalism, on
which I have focused here, but his many other works: for example L'affrontement chrétien
(The Christian Confrontation) of 1944, on Nietzsche; Traité du caractère (Treatise on
Character) of 1946, as well as his writings on economy, spirituality, and Christianity which,
though not pertaining explicitly and directly to his account of personalism, are essential to
his overall project. Over the past ten years, many of Mounier’s works have been republished in new editions in France by Parole et Silence, marking a renewal of interest in his
work especially in the years immediately following the economic crisis of 2008.462 In English, by contrast, only one of Mounier’s works remains in print, his Personalism (1949),
and the last translations of his work were made in the 1950s. As noted in my discussion
above of the Manifeste au service du personnalisme, these translations seem not to be uniformly reliable, and anyway in their present editions are unlikely to attract a readership.
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To begin with the aftermath of the economic crisis: in 2011, Jacques le Goff edited a volume printed by
the Presses Universitaires de Rennes entitled, in English, Thinking the Crisis with Emmanuel Mounier, including papers from two roundtables, eight papers considering the international significance of Mounier’s
ideas, and a final presentation by Guy Coq concerning which of Mounier’s texts concerned with economy
are most worth revisiting today. As noted, Parole et Silence has published three volumes of Mounier’s works
in accessible new French editions over the past ten years or so (Mounier 2005, 2006, 2014) and other presses
have done so as well (Mounier 2010b, 2013, 2015). The work of Jean-Francois Petit also merits far more
attention than I have been able to give it here. Petit has published two volumes on Mounier’s work of which
I am aware. The first (Petit 2000) is a popular work, entitled, in English “Thinking with Mounier: An ethic
for life,” while the second is a far more technical work, published by Les Editions des Cerfs in 2006, Philosophie et théologie dans la formation du personnalisme d'Emmanuel Mounier. Here, Petit considers some of
the deepest possible roots of Mounier’s personalism: in ecclesiology, Plotinus, Augustine, Pascal, Bergson,
and others. Similar in this respect is a work in two volumes by Gérard Lurol (2000a, 2000b), which similarly
studies to background of Mounier’s thinking in depth. Lurol’s work also has the strength of focusing on the
very immediate influence of Mounier’s instructors at Grenoble, where he began he studies. I have chosen in
this study to trace Mounier’s work forward rather than back – or at least back that far – focusing on the effects
his work has had on others. Also, by focusing on the personalist idea, rather than the more specifically intellectual roots of Mounier’s thought, I have tried to lean the study as a whole in the direction of a focus on
practice. The practical features of the personalist idea I have highlighted — seeing, encounter, and love —
are intended to highlight this. To engage with Petit’s study of the background of Mounier’s thinking would
be necessary in any more extended study of his work.
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Not only is it time for new editions of Mounier’s works to be made available in English,
but for the publication of a thorough study of his work highlighting its relevance for a
contemporary English-language readership.
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