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and Democracy,” organised by the Canadian Jacques Maritain Association and held in
Halifax, Nova Scotia in May 2003.

MORLEY CALLAGHAN’S CHRISTIAN PERSONALIST
POLITICS

William Closson James
   

Morley Callaghan of Toronto has left a great legacy to twentieth-century
Canadian literature with short stories, novels, essays, and memoirs extending
over a writing life that spanned more than sixty years, almost right up until his
death in 1990. Biographer Gary Boire describes him as a “literary anarchist”
who was “a rare, exasperatingly playful, serious, Irish-Canadian, skeptical,
devout, ferocious, sensitive, talented, dialectical, curious, ironic, corny,
unsentimental, yet cantankerously aggressive, individualist.”  His writing brings1

together admirably the symposium themes of “Philosophy, Religion, and
Democracy.”  First, he was a friend and admirer of Jacques Maritain whose2

Christian humanism became, arguably, Callaghan’s own philosophical
wellspring and centre; second, though he might have wanted to refuse the label
“Catholic novelist” for various reasons, his writing reflects his own skeptically
devout practice of Roman Catholicism; and, third, though it might be a touch
absurd to claim that he was a great political theorist or systematizer, his vision
of things remained fundamentally democratic and egalitarian. In Callaghan’s life
and writing, therefore, the tripartite aspects of the subject matter of “Philosophy,
Religion, and Democracy” are conjoined and expressed, all of them offshoots of
what might be termed his personalism.



98 Études maritainiennes / Maritain Studies

 See William Closson James, Locations of the Sacred: Essays on Religion, Literature, and3

Canadian Culture, Waterloo, ON: Wilfred Laurier University Press, pp. 155-170 –
hereafter referred to as Locations.
 See Ibid., pp. 167-169.4

 Maritain, The Rights of Man and Natural Law, London: Geoffrey Bles, 1944, p. 11.5

Philosophy
Though there has been some contestation of the claim, it is probably not too
much to state that Callaghan’s acquaintance with Jacques Maritain, when
Maritain was lecturing at Toronto’s Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies in
1933, was a major turning point in Callaghan’s life – and in his fiction.
Elsewhere I have shown how the novel Such Is My Beloved inaugurates a new
phase in Callaghan’s fiction as he began to focus on the unique value of each
individual human soul.  His protagonist-priest, Stephen Dowling, whose actions3

in befriending two prostitutes put him in collision with ecclesiastical
bureaucracy, holds fast to his conviction of their fundamental worth in God’s
eyes. As we have learned from Gary Boire’s biography, a letter from Callaghan
to Maxwell Perkins reveals that Maritain planted the insistent seed of the novel
when he told Callaghan the story of a young priest he knew of in Paris who had
a similar experience. Further, we have for a long time had the evidence of
Maritain’s influence in the dedication in the original edition of Such Is My
Beloved (“To Those Times With M. in the Winter of 1933”) and in Maritain’s
words of praise for the novel in the blurb on the back cover: “I have been
profoundly touched by the absolute sincerity of this very moving book.”
Callaghan might even have adapted from Maritain’s biography of Aquinas the
account of Thomas’s death. At the end of Such Is My Beloved, the priest, Father
Dowling, experiences a kind of psychic death with the onset of his mental
illness. For both Aquinas and for Dowling the biblical book of the Song of
Songs plays a powerfully crucial role at this juncture, conveying the
transcendent values of love in the face of which other principles and ideals are
diminished.  4

But even more significant than these incidental links between the two men
leading to certain elements of plot and characterization in the novel is the way
Such Is My Beloved celebrates the singular worth of each person. This outlook
evidently derives from Maritain’s version of Christian humanism as Callaghan
became acquainted with it. Maritain’s basic position has it that each person
transcends the common good of society: “A single human soul is more worth
than the whole universe of bodies and material goods. There is nothing above the
human soul except God.”  And this Christian personalism redirected Callaghan’s5
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writing, away from an earlier deterministic view in which human lives are at the
mercy of large and powerful forces within their psyches and societies.
Callaghan’s fictional outlook of the 1920s is generally considered to be similar
to Ernest Hemingway’s in its tough-minded, hardboiled, realistic, and
stylistically sparse expression. This view is based on Callaghan’s well-known
friendship with Hemingway when they both worked for the Toronto Star and
then later when they met in Paris. With Callaghan’s three seminal novels of the
1930s – Such Is My Beloved, More Joy In Heaven, They Shall Inherit the Earth
– the influence of Maritain becomes apparent as Callaghan turned away from the
deterministic futility of his earlier work.

Some acknowledgement is necessary, though, that this line of interpretation
is not universally approved. At the Callaghan Symposium of 1980 Larry
McDonald began his call for a “New Approach” with the words, “Callaghan
criticism is mired in the slough of Christian personalism.” McDonald decried the
“inherited conviction” that Callaghan’s novels and stories could be seen almost
as “advertisements for a program … devised by Jacques Maritain.”6

McDonald’s polemic against Christian personalism stems from his strong
bias against a Catholic theology not well understood. McDonald’s view of
Roman Catholicism, for example, associates it with dogma or the doctrinal,
especially the non-negotiable belief in life after death that he assumes must be
the hallmark of any Catholic writer. Further, such a Catholic author is expected
to endorse revelation and absolutes, espouse the spiritual as opposed to the
carnal, uphold a dualistic metaphysic, and emphasize visitations of grace from
beyond time. McDonald concludes that, since Callaghan cannot be numbered in
the company of such Catholic writers, therefore one must clear away “all the
beguiling abstractions of Christian personalism and situate him in the concerns
of his place and time in history.”  7

In his memoir That Summer in Paris Callaghan emphatically rejects a
dualistic metaphysic and any opposition to human possibilities. He distances
himself from writers whose works show “disgust with the flesh,” who favour an
apocalyptic eschatology, or whose outlook or characters derive from a
conversionist metaphysic (“the flash of light that gave a man the arrogant
assurance that he was of the elect of God.”  In the same memoir Callaghan wrote8
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of “the new dignity and spiritual adventure” that Christian writers were getting
from Jacques Maritain’s neothomism. Later, in an interview with Doug
Fetherling, Callaghan confirmed that he shared in common with Maritain “a
belief in the essential dignity of the individual,”  while denying that they agreed9

on doctrinal things. In short, as Barbara Pell argues so persuasively, Maritain’s
theocentric humanism, rooted in the Incarnation, held out a positive alternative
to the abstractions and dualism that McDonald inveighs against. In 1951
Callaghan recalled his enthusiasm about Maritain’s presence at Toronto’s
Pontifical Institute for Medieval Studies almost two decades earlier: “I went
around saying, ‘Jacques Maritain is in town,’ with a beaming smile.”10

Callaghan, himself only recently returned from Paris, was dismayed that this
appreciative interest was largely unshared in Toronto: “Maritain was a world
figure everywhere but in my home town.”  11

To speak of Morley Callaghan’s “philosophy” sounds a bit too pretentious
as a way of characterizing his view of things. A self-styled proponent of the
“little guy,” he was more at home at sporting events, drinking with friends, and
jousting with cronies on television in the CBC program “Fighting Words” than
he was in university classrooms and lecture theatres. In his undergraduate
studies at St. Michael’s College at the University of Toronto, Callaghan had
taken courses in theology and philosophy. Later he studied law at Osgoode Hall,
though not with very much interest or engagement. In all, though, he tended to
scorn intellectuals. He never held, as did such other writers of his vintage as
Hugh MacLennan and Robertson Davies, a university appointment, excepting
one term as writer-in-residence at Windsor. But he did speak his mind on large
matters of public import. Callaghan tended to abjure systems – intellectual and
organizational – in favour of the individual. He probably would have seen the
university, like the church or the court or the government, as being abstract and
systematized, characterized by certain routine patterns of thought and behaviour,
largely insensitive to and remote from the common and the everyday.
Nonetheless, the title of Frank Watt’s well-known article, “Morley Callaghan as
Thinker,” raises an aspect of Callaghan that deserves attention, however much
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he tended to resist vigorously any suggestion that his fiction was a way of his
setting forth his ideas about anything.

In 1957, in a talk with Robert Weaver, Callaghan insisted: “I have never sat
down to write a book to carry out a theme. If that’s the way I see life, that’s the
way I see life.”  Later on in the conversation, asked about something he said in12

a writers’ conference in Kingston, Callaghan maintained that that speech “was
not the product of grave meditation.”  Rather, “I had to make a speech and I13

stood up like a little man and made the speech, and it might be a good idea now
if I sat down and read it.”  This disclaimer might be taken as a casual dismissal14

of any organized thought on Callaghan’s part, or just a writer’s effort to
discourage a line of conversation about the supposed “ideas” in his fiction.
Callaghan probably would have agreed with T. S. Eliot’s position that the poet
takes ideas and makes poetry out of them. As Eliot claimed, “…neither
Shakespeare nor Dante did any real thinking – that was not their job.”  This15

overstatement represents Eliot’s attempt to shoot down the simplified notion that
what literature does is to encapsulate its ideational content within a stylistic
envelope, as if the ideas that the author has put in as a kind of codified message
are available to be extracted by the reader.

In any event, Callaghan remains a thoughtful, concerned individual who puts
greater value on how one sees life than on a body of thought or a philosophical
position. What he has to say, in concert with standard neocritical dicta in literary
criticism, gets said in his stories, in and through the language and metaphors and
characters and plot. With Maritain, then, Callaghan took his stand on behalf of
the human individual and against inhuman systems.

Religion
When the teen-aged Barry Callaghan asked his father, Morley, if he believed in
God, the answer he got was: 

‘Look, if there is a God, and if I am in the image of that God, then the best thing
I can do is be true to myself, to my best sense of myself, and if I’m true to myself
then I’m true to God, and I expect that’s good enough for God and if it’s not,
what can I do…?’  16
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We could stop there, but Barry, sensing his father was trying to “slip the
question the way a club fighter slips a punch,” yelled at him, “That means
there’s no God greater than you.” Morley replied: “No. I’m just a writer, I work
with words, and I’m a father doing the best I can.” When Barry told Father
Bauer at St. Mike’s about this exchange, the priest’s comment: “Maybe you’re
right in a way you don’t know you’re right, because we know God works with
words, His words are what we’ve got, and He is our Father, maybe He’s doing
the best He can. . . .”  This sounded to Barry “vaguely heretical.”17

Probably Callaghan was in general vaguely heretical. Though he was a
lifelong Catholic, he had attended both public grade school and public high
school in the days in Ontario when “public” meant “Protestant.” Perhaps it was
those early habits of dissent that stayed with him. Barry mentions his own
attempt to introduce the topic of Luther into a conversation with a priest at
Assumption College in Windsor, a relic of dinner-table arguments with Morley.
But there is no need to suggest that his individualism was a protestant side of
Callaghan against a catholic corporatism. 

In general, religion can serve either conservative or revolutionary impulses.
That is to say, that religion can be enlisted on behalf of the nation or its
government, for the conduct of war or the imposition of repression, for the
preservation of tyranny, and the enforcement of whatever form of the status quo
benefits those holding power. Equally, though, religion can serve revolutionary
tendencies, can be an instrument of rebellion and revolt, can provide a higher
standard against which the state is measured. This view of religion as either
potentially conservative or revolutionary is part of sociologist Hans Mol’s
dialectical model in Faith and Fragility. 

My own investigation of Canadian literature in Locations of the Sacred set
forth the general position that it is this second form of religion – the
revolutionary – that fuels the imagination of literary artists. As I put it there, “if
the protagonists of Canadian fiction are seeking liberation, religion is often one
of the things they are seeking liberation from. By means of some transcendent
or liberating principle that might be said to be religious those characters often
find their liberation from the confines of religion.”  As William Westfall has18

stated: “Religion provides a structure of metaphors that serves as a means of
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liberating the central characters from the very prison house that religion seems
to have done so much to create.”  19

Gary Boire has it right when he describes Callaghan as a basically anarchic
individualist who was also a Roman Catholic. He was able, thanks in large
measure to Maritain’s influence, to tap the revolutionary aspects of Catholicism
that favoured the individual as over against the bureaucracy and structure and
authority of the church or indeed over the authority of any system that had the
presence of the “cop” within it. Barry Callaghan was angry to note the absence
of representatives of church and university at his father’s funeral held in the
crowded cathedral full of writers, government officials, artists, and media types.
Those who had called him “the greatest Canadian writer the country had yet
seen, the greatest Catholic writer they would probably ever see” did not come.20

Democracy
Morley Callaghan said that politicians are all of the same breed in a democracy.
He explains:

I believe in democracy. It’s my favorite form of government. But to live happily
and intelligently in a democracy you must be continually on the alert, your job
as a citizen is to watch the politician with a cold eye because the whole system
leads to corruption. It is natural, because the politician is the courtier of
democracy and he must go out and he must get elected. There’s nothing as dead
as a politician who can’t get elected and every one of them knows this. So he’ll
do anything to get elected.  21

Callaghan goes on to say that in the struggle for power and to stay elected
politicians do not even make their own speeches, instead reading the words of
speechwriters: “The great weakness of our time is that our politicians stand for
nothing as individuals.” The main thing that Callaghan stood for was the
responsibility of the individual to see things with their own eyes. As he said at
the launch for his last novel, Wild Old Man on the Road, “… everyone should
look at life and try and see it for themselves, as their own.”  Someone without22

their own view of the world has no way of identifying that they’ve ever been
there. 
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On the back cover of the 1959 edition of Morley Callaghan’s Stories the
author is quoted to the effect that his stories reveal that he has “been concerned
with the problems of many kinds of people but I have neglected those of the very
rich.” He continues: “I have a story that begins ‘Once upon a time two
millionaires,’ but I haven’t finished it yet.” While it’s doubtful that here
Callaghan was being anything but ironic, a previously unpublished story entitled
“A Couple of Million Dollars” did appear in The Lost and Found Stories of
Morley Callaghan. Barry Callaghan had collected these 25 forgotten stories, not
included among the 57 in the 1959 collection, lying around as manuscripts or in
old magazines in their Sullivan Street house. They were published in 1985. “A
Couple of Million Dollars” is about a man who inherits a fortune, but who does
nothing with himself and his life, and who is despised by everyone – the kind of
man Callaghan would describe as a failure. Almost without exception,
Callaghan’s imaginative sympathy extends to the poor, the out-of-work, the ill,
immigrants – all people who have been cast off or are down on their luck. These
people are the focus of his fiction, as he portrays them in a world whose
tendency towards systems and authority threatens their individuality and
freedom, would deprive them of their own unique and individual ways of seeing
life as it is for themselves. 

His practice of the democratic vision was a day-to-day practical affair of
being on guard against those in power or with vested interests who would sweep
aside or roll over the ordinary guy. Gary Boire claims Callaghan felt keenly the
obligation to struggle against ideologies and expectations. He told Boire that the
writer is “almost instinctively an anarchist … [who] uses his own eyes,”
resisting the efforts of Christian or Marxist fundamentalists to correct his
vision.  In the same vein, another Catholic writer, Graham Greene, spoke of23

“The Virtue of Disloyalty” necessary to the writer so that the “bounds of
sympathy” might be enlarged in readers. The writer owes to society the duty “to
be a piece of grit in the State machinery.”  Graham maintains:24

Isn’t it the story-teller’s task to act as the devil’s advocate, to elicit sympathy and
a measure of understanding for those who lie outside the boundaries of State
approval? The writer is driven by his own vocation to be a protestant in a
Catholic society, a catholic in a Protestant one, to see the virtues of the capitalist
in a Communist society, or of the communist in a Capitalist state.  25
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Callaghan embraced this kind of gritty, irritating role. When Montreal
writers such as Hugh MacLennan and Frank Scott were supporting the War
Measures Act, he spoke out against it. As a Roman Catholic he saw the Toronto
of his day as an “essentially Protestant town,” as the priest in Such Is My
Beloved puts it. But as a lifelong Roman Catholic Callaghan he adopted more
free-thinking and Protestant habits of mind in relation to his own church. 

Morley Callaghan probably would have agreed with a view expressed by the
American Protestant fiction-writer, John Updike. In one of Updike’s stories,
David Kern, the narrator, remarks of churchgoing that “surely in all democracy
there is nothing like it.” Kern continues: 

Indeed, it is the most available democratic experience. We vote less than once a
year. Only in the church and at the polls are we actually given our supposed
value, the soul-unit of one, with its noumenal arithmetic of equality: one equals
one equals one.  26

No great systematic thinker in the realm of ideas, Morley Callaghan nonetheless
took over and made his own the kind of personalism that Maritain brought to his
attention. In his writing and in his life he remained a Christian humanist and
upholder of the basic principles of democracy.
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