
I’d like to spend most of  this letter 
speaking of  our up-coming conference in 
San Francisco. 

To underline a point that is clear in the 
updated Call For Papers included in this 
Newsletter, the new deadline for getting in 
paper proposals is December 15, 2014. It 
seems likely our members are still 
“adjusting” somewhat to our changed 
meeting time. I know that, when we met 
in the fall, I and other members used 
what we could of  the summer months to 
write or get a good start on any paper. 
Accustomed as we were to doing so, it 
was natural enough to attend to getting a 
proposal in by the beginning of  the 
summer. It seems likely that our new time 
will find many members working on their 
papers during the period that is closer to 
its date: between finals and the start of  
the spring semester. If  so, it would be 
easy enough to let a due date for papers 
“slide by” and then just decide not to give 
one. I hope that the extended due date—
which perhaps should have been the 
announced date from the very beginning!
—will alert members that there is still 
time to get a paper and a proposal 
done for the conference. There 
certainly is room for more submissions. 

If  we end with fewer submissions than 
usual, I suspect the main reason will be 
that San Francisco seems a long way to 
come. So it has seemed in the past for 
many members. San Francisco is also 
an expensive city: not only to reach, but 
to stay in. We have tried to address this 
concern by helping to defer the hotel 
cost by $40 a night. Again, as noted in 
the Call, when members call to make 
their reservations, the hotel will quote 
their price (of  $209 a night), but that 
price will be lowered to $169 for each 
m e m b e r, d u e t o t h e A M A’ s 
contribution. This is a remarkably good 
price for being in downtown San 
Francisco, as we will be! We hope some 
will want to take advantage of  this!! I 
would urge those who do expect to be 
at tending to make the ir hote l 
reservation now! That will assure that 

you get our good rate (and you can 
always cancel without penalty before 
February 5). Let me also urge, for those 
of  you sure that you are coming, to 
register now for the conference. By the 
time you receive this, it should be possible 
to register as before via the Notre Dame 
Conference Center and you should find 
the link to it on our own website. To 
know ahead of  time how many are 
registered (at the hotel, as well) will help 
us to make the conference as good as it 
should be. 

Of  course, members will come to a 
conference mainly because they are 
attracted to its theme and to those 
speaking at the conference. We have tried 
to supply an inviting group of  speakers, 
again detailed in the Call. Indeed, I do 
not recall our ever having as many 
coming to us from as far away as we are 
having in 2015. We truly will be an 
“international” conference this year! I 
would like to note something that is not 
in the Call: Mario Ramos-Reyes is 
chairing a session that will be given in 
Spanish and that will provide a venue for 
Maritainistas coming from Latin America 
or concerned with advancing Maritain 

there. And we will be honoring the 
Mougels for their Oeuvres Complètes, with a 
contingent coming from France for the 
occasion. Both of  these again are “firsts” 
for us. 

Finally, another first: at our Business 
Meeting, members wil l have the 
opportunity to discuss a proposal for 
amending our Constitution, one that 
members either will already have 
received or will be receiving very shortly. 
I would like to end this letter by 
discussing this very important matter. 

I happily admit that I am the main 
i m p e t u s b e h i n d t h e p r o p o s e d 
amendments, although I am also grateful 
to acknowledge that they have the full 
support of  our present officers (and I 
would not have proceeded without that 
support). Indeed, the amendments now 
being put before the membership were 
“vetted” and “corrected” by first 
circulating them to over 40 members, 
most of  whom have been heavily 
involved in our Association (even writing 
its Constitution) in the past. They now 
come to the full membership with the 
support of  some 20 of  our members (as 
our present Constitution requires).  
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Maritain Engagé

 Seventy years ago Jacques Maritain, like so many other 
Frenchmen, was exiled in the United States, having fled his 
embattled and humiliated country with his Jewish wife and sister-
in-law. The oppressive policies of  the Vichy régime had made 
them personae non gratae in their own homeland. No surprise, then, 
that the future author of  Le Philosophe dans la cité flung himself  
wholeheartedly and very publicly into the intellectual battle to 
save his beloved homeland. The essays and speeches in Pour la 
justice ring consistently with the clarion call for freedom. Maritain’s 
analysis of  the crisis pulls no punches, offers no easy consolations. 
“The fall of  the Roman Empire was very little compared to what 
we see today,” he flatly states in “The Crisis of  Civilization.” “We 
are looking on at the liquidation of  what is called ‘the modern 
world.’ If  the Axis powers win the war, night will fall on the world 
and freedom will die for centuries—all freedoms, and honor, and 
the very possibility of  living as men (136).” 

Constrained by the sinister events in Europe, this gentle 
contemplative soul thus shows us his militant, patriotic side. 
Pacifism he rejects as simplistic, superficial, naïvely idealistic in 
such circumstances. “I believe in the efficacy of  Gandhi’s 
methods, but I think they are suited only to certain specific areas 
of  political action. In the case of  war, other means are more 
appropriate (17).” He insists that in the context of  1940, justice 
calls for armed force, and he aims to wield the sword of  his pen to 
inspire Americans and Frenchmen alike to play their part in the 
struggle.  

As the husband of  a Russian Jewish convert, Maritain was in 
a particularly good position to understand the problem of  anti-
semitism, and he both analyzed and denounced it repeatedly 
during the crisis of  the war years. In an article for The 
Commonweal, he suggests that Christians in America should 
“display before God our brotherly compassion for Israel and make 
heard our cry on its behalf  by praying especially for the Jews and 
sharing in their penance on this Jewish Day of  Atonement (156).” 
And in the following essay he calls anti-semitism an attack on: “1) 
democracy, 2) Christianity, 3) the idea of  right and wrong, law and 
ethics, and 4) civilization in any form,” quoting Carl Friedrich 
(165). “Nazi anti-semitism is at the core of  the present ordeal in 
civilization. … It is a psycho-pathically disguised Christophobia 
(196).” He sees the ordeal of  European Jews as analogous to 
Christ’s passion on the cross and suggests it should bring a closer 
kinship between Christians and Jews in the future. 

During the first two or three years of  his wartime exile in the 
U.S., Maritain focuses on the vital necessity of  defeating the Axis 
powers, along with praise for De Gaulle’s Free French Forces and 
the Resistance efforts in France. He speaks often of  the kindred 
“vocations” of  France and the United States to bring freedom to 
the world, and he frequently indulges in soaring rhetoric designed 
to inspire both Americans and Frenchmen to fight the good fight. 
As the tide begins to turn in the Allies’ favor, naturally, he focuses 
more on the challenges of  post-war reconstruction. Elsewhere, 
Maritain has noted that the meaning of  his given name is “hope,” 
and voicing that hope to a French nation that has been laid low by 
the Nazis is an important aim of  his writing. 

One of  the most eloquent of  Maritain’s texts in this book is 
the Bastille Day speech he gave at Hunter College in 1943. This 

anniversary of  the storming of  the Bastille on 14 July 1789, the 
traditionally recognized inauguration of  the French Revolution, 
he says, “reminds us also of  the cruel misunderstanding that since 
that moment has tormented the French conscience, trapped 
between her Christian tradition—too often confused with 
reactionary politics—, and her revolutionary tradition—too often 
confused with a destructive philosophy of  life” (278-279). The 
passionate plea for a reconciliation of  these two French traditions 
is at the heart of  what Maritain hopes for in the Fourth Republic 
that will be built following liberation. At the end of  this text, he 
notes that there are two national holidays in France, Bastille Day 
and Joan of  Arc’s Feast Day.  

My former colleague Denise Volkoff  used to begin her course 
on French civilization by telling our students that in her own 
estimation, the culture of  France was based on two separate but 
perhaps not irreconcilable inspirations: Christianity and 
Epicureanism. She made a persuasive argument for the 
harmonizing of  those two cultural currents. Maritain’s hopes for 
the harmonizing of  the French Christian and revolutionary 
traditions, however, seem unrealistic when we look at today’s 
France, where July 14 is a celebration of  nationalism and 
secularism, whereas the symbolism of  the Maid of  Orléans is 
often coöpted by the far-right Front National political party. 

Maritain stresses the importance of  rebuilding France on a 
sound philosophical foundation. For him, the only way to justice 
and stability is to base France’s new Fourth Republic on the gospel 
inspiration, rejecting both capitalistic special interests and 
communist ideology. He holds up the ideal of  a pluralist and 
personalist political order. Maritain’s vision for a pluralist 
approach to reconceiving the new French republic is described in 
“The Foundations of  Democracy,” where he speaks of  the shared 
human ideals of  all the major religions. He believes in the 
importance of  finding “agreement on practical conclusions 
between philosophers whose basic theoretical outlooks are widely 
separated” (354). This is a strategy that served him well in helping 
draft the United Nations Declaration of  Human Rights in 1948. 
If  he’d been faced with the threat of  radical Islam as we are today, 
however, he obviously would not have included that movement in 
the process, since it requires adherence to democratic ideals. I 
suspect his response to the terrorism of  radical Islam would have 
relied heavily on the moral authority of  a vibrant United Nations 
organization. 

As we in our turn look toward the AMA’s 38th annual 
conference in 2015, Maritain scholars face global challenges that 
he might not have anticipated, though he would doubtless have 
remained confident in the capacity of  the Thomistic synthesis to 
make sense of  them. Whether it be the continuing struggle against 
the culture of  death or the need for bringing redemptive wisdom 
to bear on age-old conflicts between ethnic or tribal groups, the 
compelling issues of  our time call for patient, dedicated study of  
perennial wisdom. Jacques Maritain was a philosopher whose 
contemplative life-style could not prevent him from being 
profoundly “engagé.”  I look forward to hearing my colleagues, 
themselves “engagés" in those compelling issues, as they share the 
fruits of  their labors in San Francisco next February. + 
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My reason for wanting to amend what we presently have is given in the letter accompanying the proposed amendments: it is good 
that our Constitution and our actual practice (over the past decades at least) be at one, which is what the amendments attempt to 
effect. Our Constitution mandates an opportunity for members to discuss any proposed amendment at a Business Meeting. 
Another reason for coming to San Francisco in 2015, then, is to take part in any discussion we will have at that time. It seems likely 
that the Constitution envisioned not only a discussion of  any amendment proposed, but possibly some alteration to it at that time. 
That would certainly be a reasonable way to proceed and I presently understand that to be possible. I am sure there are few, if  any, 
who imagine that the proposed amendments are designed to further my own continued leadership of  the Association; but, just to 
put any such thought to rest, we will be electing a new President for 2016. The amendments being proposed are meant to help 
chart our way into the future, making clear to any and all officers who assume responsibility for the Association what they are 
taking on and what will need their attention. For the last 30 years, if  not for all of  its life, our Association has advanced and 
continued in its life because it has found officers willing to step up to what needed doing. The amendments are being proposed to 
make it easier for officers to accomplish that work and for them to do so while now being in full accord with the Constitution. 
Although I am the chief  architect and advocate of  the amendments proposed, I also am the one “on point” in relation to any who 
might object to them. If  you do feel strongly about them, please do not hesitate to be in contact with me about what you find 
objectionable! I can at least try to explain their rationale in greater detail, and any exchange could lead to their finally being 
improved. As the letter accompanying them indicates, we will only be voting on them by the late spring, 2015. 

I look forward to seeing many of  you in San Francisco! We are blessed with an Association that is “festive” as well as 
serious! It is always a pleasure for me to meet so many of  you each year! + 

Michael Durham Torre, President of  the American Maritain Association 
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