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The Special Issue of Vol. 12 of Appraisal was devoted to reviews of Jonas Norgard Mortenson’s
The Common Good: An introduction to Personalism. I had read the book and I still feel
uncomfortable with the title, which could easily be taken to imply that personalism (better,
personalisms) is all about the common good rather than persons. I do not mean that personalists or
others, should ignore the common good, but that, not only is it an application of any personalism and
not the core, but, more importantly, that it can be understood in several ways, some of which are
antipersonal. I aim solely to warn against some of those ways

An obvious formal definition is that it consists of what all members of the public have in common.
At least four ‘material’accounts can be given which would fit that definition.

1. The ‘libertarian’account: that what we all share is a desire to choose for ourselves what we may
do. To this is usually added the rider ‘so long as we allow the same freedom to others’. This account
is often the result of a value-scepticism which holds that there are no objective values and so we may
all think and do as we please. This is the legacy of Locke and J.S. Mill whose case for liberty is
explicitly based on scepticism about religion, ethics and politics. So also is the contemporary trend of
much Analytic philosophy, as with discussions of ‘the meaning of life’in which any such meaning is
denied and therefore individuals can each look for and find some meaning.1 But this contains a fatal
contradiction: viz. precisely because we cannot know the truth in these matters, therefore we should
not interfere with the like liberties of others. Why not, if all values are ‘subjective’? For these reasons
any personalist would reject it.

2. Another account is that of listing concerns and desires which we all share, such as health,
security, and sufficient income to maintain or achieve a satisfactory way of life, which often translates
into the public policy of a welfare state. This leaves open the choice of how we each pursue
happiness.

3. Since personalists value the freedom of the individual, some may be content with that, but it
could be taken to mean that the rest of life is just a matter of doing as we please as in (1). Thus (2)
would easily become the proposal that the only good of individual and collective action is what is
proposed for the common good.

4. From that could easily emerge a more aggressive and reductive egalitarianism, inimical to
anything of higher value and out of reach, and motivated by envy: ‘What I cannot have or do, no one
else shall have or do’.2 Hence because I cannot be a scientist, artist, musician, writer, etc., or by my
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2 Kant’s formulae of the Categorical Imperative— ‘Act only on that maxim through which you can act
at the same time will that it should become a universal law’, and ‘Act as if the maxim of your action
were to become through your will a law of nature’(Grundlegung, 2nd ed., 52, Royal Prussian

1 See for example:
Baier, K., (1957), The Meaning of Life, Canberra. [publishers not known].
Britton, K., (1971, especially Chap. 8), Philosophy and the Meaning of Life, Cambridge, Cambridge

University Press.
Edwards, P., (1967) ‘Life: Meaning and Value of’, in Edwards, P., (ed.) The Encyclopaedia of

Philosophy, New York, Macmillan and The Free Press.
Hanfling, O., (1987), especially, Chap. 10), The Quest for Meaning, Oxford, Blackwell.
Klemke, E.D, (2008), 'Introduction’in Klemke, E.D and Cahn, S.M., eds. (2008), The Meaning of

Life: A Reader, New York and Oxford, Oxford University Press
Seachris, J., (2013), ed., Exploring the Meaning of Life: an Anthology and Guide, Wiley-Blackwell,

Chichester.
Also Mises, L. von, Socialism: A Economic and Sociological Analysis, trans. J. Kahane, London,

Jonathon Cape, 1936. Ludwig von Mises, despite holding all values to be ‘subjective’,
was a passionate defender of freedom and democracy.



own efforts attain to a better way of life, ‘to get up, get out and get on’, no one else should.3

Aurel Kolnai, a younger associate in Hungary of Karl and Michael Polanyi, when in 1940 he
arrived as a refugee in New York, became worried by the prevalence in America of the idea of ‘the
Common Man’who embodies these attitudes. He was at pains to distinguish him from the ‘Plain
Man’, who, while not being interested in the arts and sciences, does respect them.4 In his reply to the
trade union official, John Hands also mentioned his father who had no interest in intellectual pursuits
but was appalled at the behaviour of some academics in their private lives, and thought they especially
should know better. He was a good example of the ‘Plain Man’. This is a part of Kolnai’s overall
argument that without ‘privileges’democracy can cease to be liberal and become totalitarian, the
‘Common Man’being a pale version of the Marxist ‘proletarian’. In short, a free society and any
civilisation arises, lives and grows because of ‘uncommon’persons and their pursuits which go
beyond those of physical welfare, and who need the respect, protection and often the financing of
sponsors, governments and the general public, because their achievements do enhance in one way or
another and sooner or later, everyone’s life. If we were all exactly the same, who would take
initiatives, be a discoverer, pioneer or inventor? Welfare can make life more comfortable, or, at least,
more bearable, but only uncommon persons and their activities can make it worthwhile. Indeed,
‘uncommon’persons can promote greater welfare: consider the vast improvements in medical
treatments and surgery. But the applied sciences of medicine, engineering and the like, would
themselves be stultified if the pure natural sciences and mathematics were limited to what could be
immediately applied to welfare and other practical applications, as in Marxist theory and practice and
by democratic governments with a narrow outlook. True, the Ivory Tower can become self-enclosed
and unproductive of anything except repetitions of what is already known and minute examination of
mere details, but without it life generally would eventually follow suit.

There is also another sort of ‘uncommon man’, the ‘oddity’, ‘eccentric’or ‘character’who may
need to be cherished simply because he brings colour to what may otherwise be a rather dull and drab
uniformity of life, as well as possibly being an inventor or discoverer of something that could turn out
to be a further contribution to the common good.

Thus, my argument is that ‘the common good’must clearly include ‘uncommon goods’which
‘uncommon’persons pursue and which personalists in particular should cherish and protect against
the reductive uniformity of collectivisms and envy.
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4 ‘Privilege and Liberty’in Privilege and Liberty and Other Essays in Political Philosophy, ed. by
D.J. Mahoney, Lanham MD, Lexington Books, 1999, Part One especially I, 19-23, and VII-VII,
83-9

3 At an annual meet of the John Macmurray Fellowship in Oxford some years ago, a trade-union
official praised the ‘community’(i.e., collectivism) of mining villages. In reply, John Hands, a
quiet and serious man, told us of his own experience of such ‘community’: its opposition to
anyone who, instead of following the other men down the pit or marrying a miner, did get up, get
out and get on. Alan Ford then briefly mention his similar experiences

Academy, 421).— also entail that to do what not all can do is a breach of the Categorical Imperative,
therefore it is definitely immoral. This means that self-sacrifice to save others is immoral because if
everyone one does so, then they cannot possibly succeed. Likewise, for some to devote themselves
beyond the common good, if it is the sole good, could never be allowed. That Kant’s reasoning
prohibits heroism and requires envious levelling down, has not, to my knowledge, be shown before.


