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Philosopher's Quest






ONE

In Explanation of a Noble
and Misunderstood Profession

I HAVE often envied friends of mine in other professions—
doctors and lawyers and engineers. When anyone asks
them what they do, they can answer in a sentence, “I am a
doctor; I am a lawyer; I am an engineer.” But if anyone asks
me what I do, and I recklessly answer, “I am a philosopher,”
or, less arrogantly, “I am a professor of philosophy,” I notice
that instead of having answered one question, I have provoked
many. And I never know what to say next. Am I to explain
that I lecture on first and last things Monday, Wednesday, and
Friday at ten? Or, perhaps, that I brood professionally all sum-
mer long? Nor do I get much help from my colleagues. For it
is notorious in my profession that each man thinks what he
does is philosophy. And he has no exact enough term of op-
probrium or abuse to describe what it is his colleagues do.

For many years now I have been placed in the embarrassing
position of trying to answer the apparently simple question of
literate friends as to what philosophy is. I have, in the course
of being so badgered, gradually come to realize that I myself,

3



4 Philosopher’s Quest

in the midst of trying to teach the “subject,” have been trying
to define to myself what it is I am teaching. I think at long last,
if I have not come any nearer defining it, I have come a little
closer to discerning what it is, or, as we say, what it is about.
I have found this out, not from the books of the learned,
or at least not simply and exclusively from those. For the written
words of the great dead yet lack the voice of the vivid and per-
plexed living. I have come, I think, to realize what philosophy
is from conversations in which men and women, sometimes
unwillingly, often unwittingly, reveal their ultimate views on
life and nature and destiny.

So this book will consist largely of conversations, some re-
membered and some, frankly, contrived (as in the case of col-
loquies with the dead that at certain dreamful moments will
find their way into these pages). And I have good precedent
for this. It was Plato himself who said in a famous epistle,
held to be genuine, “There does not exist, and there never
shall, any treatise by myself on the matter.” For philosophy is
a conversation in which the soul catches fire.

Now, often in conversation one tells a story to illustrate a
point. So there will be stories, perhaps philosophical stories or
philosophical parables, in this book, intended to illustrate philo-
sophical points. The reader will have remarked that often in
conversation, when the spirit moves him, he will, transcending
the bounds of strict courtesy, indulge in soliloquy. So T must
warn him that there are likely to be soliloquies in these pages,
and naturally some of them will be by the author.
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First Lesson

VERY autumn in normal times I walk, with rather delib-
E erate briskness, into a classroom in which are gathered
about forty young men who have voluntarily enrolled them-
selves in a course entitled “Introduction to Philosophy.” They
have come to this class not as they come to similar enterprises
in physics, chemistry, or history. They come to those subjects
expecting to find out more about what they already know some-
thing about. They come to this class hcping to find out by the
end of the year what it is that they are studying. And, as I am
a disciple of Socrates, I do not propose to tell them. I propose,
by asking the proper questions, to have them tell me, and to
assist them in the discovery that they have in essence always
known what philosophy is.

I look around and light on the most likely looking candidate.
I find a young man whom I know by sight, Alfred Jeremy,
hitherto undebauched by philosophy.
“Mr. Jeremy,” I say without preamble, “I suppose you believe
you exist?”
5



6 Philosopher’s Quest

Young Jeremy looks at me quizzically. I feel he is wonder-
ing if this is what professors of philosophy are paid to do.

“Of course I exist,” he says, and I detect the slightest tone
of impatience in his courteous and somewhat surprised tone.

“What makes you so sure?” I ask.

The large football player in the second row shifts his bulk
impatiently in the seat too small for him, as if suddenly won-
dering what is going on here.

“Well,” says Jeremy, “it's me. I mean I. I brought myself in
here.” The class smiles a little at that.

“How do you know it’s you?” I say.

“I can pinch myself,” he says. The football player does that
very thing. Then he pinches his neighbor. I tap warningly on
the table with a piece of chalk.

“I can feel my hands if I press them hard, and I have a pain
in the crick of my neck.”

“You mean you have sensations,” I say. “But how do you
know they’re yours?”

“Well, whose else would they be?” asks Jeremy in great
surprise.
~ “But who are you?” I insist. “Simply this cluster of sensations
at the present moment?”

“Oh, no,” says Jeremy. “I'm the guy, excuse me, the fellow,
who went through the Horace Mann School, and who entered
Columbia College last year as a freshman. I left the dormitory
this morning and had breakfast at the Sandwich Shop, no, it
was in the Lion’s Den, and I had a class in advanced French,
and I talked to a couple of guys, I mean fellows, and now I'm
here.” '

“But all that was up to the present moment; it was all in the
past, wasn’t it?”
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“Yes, sir,” says Jeremy.

“It was pure memory,” I say. “Might it not be false memory,
pure fiction? You know how difficult it is to get a reliable wit-
ness of what has happened in the past. You can'’t be sure, can
you, that it was you, can you now?”

“Who else could it be?” asks Jeremy.

“It might be a dream that you in the present are having of
what you call the immediate past, mightn’t it?”

During this colloquy some members of the class are sitting
in absorbed attention. There is a bright-looking, very young
man who can scarcely wait until I ask him a question. His hand
is already up. The football player is not exactly absorbed, but
he looks a little as if he would like really very much now to
know what is going on here. The nice-looking boy in the third
row seems vaguely troubled. Several look as if they think I
am trying to play some trick on them.

The very young-looking boy can wait no longer.

“Well?” I say. (I recognize him, too. He had come to inter-
view me yesterday for the college paper.) “Mr. Gottesman,
what do you think?”

“Well, I not only remember, but I expect,” he says. “I know
for pretty certain that I'm going to be around tomorrow, hav-
ing breakfast and lunch and coming to classes.”

“But that,” I say, “is mere expectation, is it not? It's an act
of faith. You can't really believe you exist on the ground that
somebody to whom unhappened things have not yet happened
is going to be there to have them happen to him. And is that
the ground for your believing that you now exist—because
somebody not in existence is going to exist? That future ‘you’
does not yet exist, does he?”

“No,” says young Gottesman ruefully, “I suppose he doesn’t.”
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There is a hand raised in the back now. I look at the pleasant
blue-eyed Irish face behind it.

“Your name, please.”

“Farrell, John.”

“Well, Mr. Farrell, what do you think? Why do you think
you exist?”

“Because I can’t think of myself not existing while I'm sit-
ting here talking—or thinking,” he adds after a moment’s
thought. “Who else is doing it?”

“Have you ever read Descartes?” I ask.

“Never heard of him,” he says, almost in a tone of disclaiming
unsavory acquaintance.

“Well, he is a famous French philosopher of three centuries
ago. He would be inclined to agree with you.”

“He would?” asks Farrell.

“Well, let’s see where we are,” I say. “The past is an illusion,
the future a gamble. We have only ourselves of the moment
—feeling, thinking, sensing—to be sure of. But surely, Mr.
Farrell, you wouldn't call that enough to call ‘Mr. Farrell,’
would you? The John Farrell your parents know has a past
and a future, hasn’t he?”

“I sure hope so,” says Mr. Farrell. “So do my parents, espe-
cially about the future.”

“Well,” I say, “let’s take a vote for a moment. How many are
willing to assume they exist?”

The class is unanimous in favor of their own existence.

“But it’s only an assumption, mind,” I say. “We haven't
proved it yet. Now how about other people?”

John Farrell looks appraisingly at his neighbor to the left
and then to the right. Many members of the class do the same.
The football player looks appraisingly at me.
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“How do we know other people exist?”

“How do we know other people exist?” Farrell repeats.

Jeremy raises his hand. I nod.

“Well, T hear them, I see them. Seeing is believing, as they
say.” '

“Yes, but gentlemen, we are obviously often deceived. There
are mirages in the desert; we think we see things that turn out
to be not there, or to be something else. The man you see is
not the one you thought you saw, but his brother. The stick
looks broken in water, but it is the shadow, not the stick, that
you see. Perhaps it is a devil who has masked as your friend
and classmate. Perhaps it is a dream, or a nightmare.”

The bright youngster in the front row looks at me as if he
wondered if I were more than half joking.

“And how about things, this blackboard, this desk?” I ask,
turning to Farrell, whose blue eyes seem to be speculating
curiously on this panorama of illusion I have opened before
him.

“Me?” he says, his attention recalled. “Well, the same thing
as other people. I see it, I can touch it. The blackboard has a
sort of odor, too.”

I take the class on a little imaginary tour through the history
of thought. I remind them how uneasy Plato was about the
" senses; how Berkeley whisked the world away into a semblance
constituted by our ideas; how Schopenhauer emphasizes the
dreamlike quality of existence, despite the regularity and order
of the dream.

“But things,” persists the bright young boy, “are there in
space, and that blackboard will be there tomorrow when we
come back. Or,” he added, “if we don’t.”

I had been rather waiting for this opening.
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“What,” 1 say, turning to Smith, having found his name
next to his seat number, “what, Mr. Smith, is space?”

Mr. Smith considers a moment. He waves his hand compre-
hensively in the air. “Space is what everything else is in,” he
says.

The football player leans forward. “Yeah, like a box,” he
bursts out.

“But what,” I say, “is space in?” Some of the boys look faintly
disgusted, some perplexed.

“Yes, sir,” says the football player slowly and ruefully, “what
is it in?”

For the next fifteen minutes or so, without knowing the
words, the young men, aided and abetted by myself, explore,
in elementary form, some of the mysteries and pacadoxes that
Immanuel Kant turned up. We come out at about the same
place he did. Perhaps space is just a way our mind has of ar-
ranging our sensations. Experience, we determine tentatively, is
impossible without space, and yet it is impossible to find space
in experience.

“Is it the same about time?” says a rather blasé youth in the
third row who has not up to that point taken any part in the
discussion.

“Well, surely the present is here,” says Mr. Gottesman.

“And the past has been here,” says the football player.

“And the future is surely going to be here,” says Mr. Jeremy.

“You are going too fast for me, gentlemen,” I interrupt. “Why
are you so sure, Mr. Jeremy, that the past was here? Is it not,
like yourself of yesterday, a memory? You cannot see the past
clearly, can you? Or hear it? It's gone forever.

“And as for the future, you can bet, if you care to, that it is
going to take place, but surely at the present moment it does
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not exist. If it did, it would be the present, wouldn’t it? There’s
just this moment, isn’t there? All the rest is memory or imagina-
tion.”

“It doesn’t leave us very much,” says Mr. Smith.

There are several students who have not entered into the
discussion at all. But I suspect I know what is going on in their
heads. Some of them look bored, and I am not sure they will
not change their registration after all. Some of them are pleas-
antly bewildered, some embarrassed by their bewilderment.
The football player finally says, “But that’s all very well, maybe,
for philosophers. But for plain ordinary people, time and space
and other people and themselves do exist, don’t they now, pro-
fessor? Right here now, aren’t we in this actual room, talking
to each other, today, Monday?”

For the next ten minutes we have quite a heated controversy.
There are those who side with the football player, who take
the side of common-sense men in all ages, who will have no
traffic with such nonsense. In a class every sort of temperament
in the history of mankind is likely to reveal itself. Young Gottes-
man is a kind of poet, and I can see already that he is impressed
by the poetry and suasion of the idea that all that we see and
hear is a dream.

I intend myself before the term is over to try to show these
young men that it would be silly to pretend that they need
seriously doubt their own existence, that of the world, of time
and space and other people and things. My purpose this morn-
ing has been to get them to look at these things with a difference.
If only one can get them to be critical of their most usual precon-
ceptions, one is on the road. A little later we'll see what we
can do about good and evil, right and wrong, justice and in-
justice. These students are very young, but they are already
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full of age-old prejudices. At least an Introduction to Philosophy
may start them on the ques't for more rational standards of life,
of knowledge, of action, of society.

The bell is ringing, announcing the end of the hour. Young
Farrell leans forward. “But do we exist?” he says.

“Here endeth the first lesson,” I say.



THREE

The Philosophic Neurosis:

OR, THE PSYCHIATRIST'S STORY

ARNRNNN!

I BELONG to a kind of club or association, consisting, for the
most part, of men more or less eminent in the various arts
or professions. It was founded nearly a hundred years ago, so
the club-book tells us, by “a hundred gentlemen of New York
engaged or interested in the arts and sciences.” There is a long
table at which one is placed by the waiter if one comes in alone
for lunch or dinner. These chance meetings with people one
does not know—for the club has grown to considerably more
than the original hundred—are fine for everybody. General con-
versation at the long table, or, for that matter, casual encounters
with fellow literates in the lounge, afford an agreeable oppor-
tunity for a salutary exchange of ideas, or at least for exercise in
audible grammatical soliloquy—or, more often, discipline in the
art of patient listening! At various times I have learned a good
deal at this club, if sometimes not much more than the personal
exploits of fishing or golf or textual criticism of some of my
fellow members. And I have learned how various representa-
tives of medicine, the arts, and the law regard my own métier.

13
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I have noticed that the lawyers rather fancy themselves as con-
troversialists, that the artists are partly frightened and partly
contemptuous of general ideas. But it is the doctors whose views
on philosophy have usually interested me most. Most of them
have a very strong interest in questions concerning first and
last things. I do not presume to say just where this concern of
theirs comes from, though I should judge it is not unconnected
with their rather special opportunity to behold what human
beings think and feel at moments of intense or final crisis. And
in their witnessing of the final crisis itself, in their presence
when death comes, often despite their most ingenious and in-
formed and devoted efforts, it is not unnatural for them to reflect
on the meaning of the life of the patient they have lost, or of
the lives they themselves are spending to save other people, or
on life and death in themselves.

I am reminded that Socrates in one of Plato’s dialogues says
that the pilot does not in stormy weather ask whether his passen-
gers are worth saving, nora physician in healing the sick whether
it is worth curing his patients. The doctor has taken the Hip-
pocratic oath, and it is not in his capacity as a physician to
ask questions as to the preciousness of the life he is trying to
rescue from extinction. But the doctor is a2 man, sometimes a
cultivated and reflective one, so that it is natural for him to ask
such a question—and others, too. Some of my medical friends
here at the club and elsewhere (1 gather from the things they
sometimes say quite incidentally) have felt more and more (also
like Socrates) how close the body is to the spirit. Is it not
Socrates who says to the youthful Charmides, when he com-
plains of a headache and asks for a cure, that he, Socrates,
cannot cure the ills of the body without first curing the soul?
Nor have my intelligent friends of the healing arts failed to
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observe how many human illnesses are the consequences of
human folly on the part of individuals or how many are the
results of stupidities in the body politic; the rich gorge them-
selves, and our society permits malnutrition. These things may
account for the recurrence of the occasions on which some
doctor at the club has insisted on talking shop—my shop,
philosophy.

This particular evening I was sitting after dinner in the
library with an eminent psychiatrist. I had always liked Jamie-
son. He had a shrewd Scottish common sense that saved
him from some of the more fanciful flights of some of his fel-
low practitioners. Nor did he confine his psychiatry to the
fashionable rich whom not leisure or boredom, as is sometimes
charged, but deeper causes, including a vague sense of social
guilt, had led to the brink of insanity or suicide, or at any rate
to the psychiatrist's office: he gave of his time generously
—and fruitfully—to clinical practice among the quite poor.
Moreover, his knowledge of books was not confined to the
perhaps necessary barbarities of the newer psychiatric rhetoric.
He was a fine old-fashioned humanist, and like all such he was
not unversed in philosophy. He was, and felt himself to be,
well enough versed to twit a professional, and I was by this
time used to his good-natured taunts. “We progress in medi-
cine,” he had said to me once when I had told him that the
Greeks had really said almost everything there was to say in
philosophy.

This evening at dinner when he had sat down beside me,
we had talked about various matters, but neither philosophy
nor psychiatry had been specifically mentioned. That was, I
think, partly because an elderly Englishman, a visitor at the
club who was sitting opposite us, had launched into a long



16 Philosopher’s Quest

discussion of salmon fishing in Canada. As neither of us knew
much or anything about the subject, we had both lapsed into
listening. But now, as we settled into our comfortable chairs,
Jamieson took a Corona-Corona cigar out of his pocket—I used
to twit him on the luxuries he could afford in his profession—
and carefully cut off its top. “I've been thinking of you these
last few days,” he said, “and about both your work and mine,
and their curious resemblances. I've been particularly reflect-
ing that the typical classical symptoms of psychiatric disorders
and the typical notions of the classic philosophies are almost
identical.”

“Oh?” I said, and my voice, I think, betrayed just a touch of
scornful indignation.

“Don’t take it personally,” said the psychiatrist, who had a
quick ear for nuances in mood. “But there are definite resem-
blances, truly. The delusions of grandeur, the hysterias, the
sense of dawning Reality or sudden supercharged Being, the
fevered assertion of the will, the overwhelming sense of futil-
ity—you can find them all among the patients who come to
my office or my clinic, or among the philosophers. As a matter
of fact, I've been thinking of asking you to collaborate with
me on a history of the Philosophic Neurosis, although that’s
too summary a name of a neurosis that is peculiarly varied and
complex.”

“The philosophic neurosis?” I queried. “What on earth is
that?”

The psychiatrist smiled. “Like most neurotics, of course,
philosophers don’t know they’re neurotic, and feel a little un-
easy when they are labeled so. It's curious how people still
flinch at the word. After all, nobody is ashamed of having a
bad cold, though he has caught it by doing as silly a thing as
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standing in a draft after a hot bath. Well, as to the philosophic

neurosis—let me see how we might define it. As a matter of
fact, as you once said to me about philosophy, it seems per-
fectly easy to recognize what it is, but it is one of the hardest
things in the world to define. Instead of giving you a definition
of the philosophic neurosis, suppose I give you a case history
of it? We psychiatrists, especially those of us who practice,
more or less, psychoanalysis, are really novelists thinly disguised.
We piece together the fragments, pell-mell and dissociated, of
our patient’s autobiographical confessions as he lies on the
couch talking in free associations about his past. We assemble
these odds and ends and call it the life or the psychological
organization of our patient, and we recount it in a book with
interpretative commentary and present it to you as a ‘case his-
tory.” It is a story, really, and usually, I think, an essentially
true one. But it is a fiction put together by the psychiatrist who,
like other authors, may be a more or less competent artist. So,
with your permission, I'd like to tell you the tale of Edward
Brodvue, a case history—a peculiarly clear one, I think—of the
philosophic neurosis.

“Edward Brodvue did not become my patient until he was
nearly thirty-nine years old. Up to the age of thirty-five there
is no evidence, I think, that he had ever had the mildest
symptoms of the philosophic neurosis, whose character will
become evident as the story goes on. He had not the slightest
trace of Weltschmerz or Weltanschauung. He had gone all
through college without asking one basic question, making
one critical judgment, or questioning one of the mores of
the middle-class culture pattern, as they call it now, in which

he had been brought up. You would recognize the type; you
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have dozens of them in your classes, though the perfect flowers
of it are to be found, possibly, in the New England country col-
leges. He was well mannered and well trained enough, as well
as intelligent enough, to get into college. When I say he asked
no basic questions and did not wake to any critical judgments,
I do not mean that he got nothing at all out of his college course.
He got a good deal, even scholastically. He learned to read the
poets with taste and perception, developed a sincere though
genteel interest in music, and got A’s in nearly everything, in-
cluding philosophy. But by the time of his graduation he had
not really been punctured out of the usual assumptions of his
family (Westchester) and his class (upper middle). He knew
about other kinds of worlds, and he knew, intellectually, the
limitations and faults of his own, but it never occurred to him
not to conform or to inquire too closely or to be made at all
uneasy by the stupidities or even the mere sillinesses of the
world into which he had been born, the society in which he
wished, like other personable and intelligent youths of his social
stratum and his period, to be a success.

“I say he was highly intelligent, and he was. And he showed
it by becoming editor of the Law Review of the first-rate uni-
versity law school he attended—a distinction attained, as you
know, only by the top man in his class. As such gifted young
law students do, he at once found a job, with Caldwell and
Fitzsimmons, one of the leading law firms in the country.
Within the field of the practice of the law, especially the prac-
tice of corporation law, his mind worked—what is the over-
worked phrase?—like a steel trap. He had such faith, justifiable
faith, in his own competence that he took the daring step—
it was the first daring one he had ever taken—of striking out

for himself at the age of thirty. By the age of thirty-five (when
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the relevant part of this story really begins) he had for some
years been practicing law with distinction and with consider-
able profit to himself. But all this time it had never occurred
to him, for example, to question the meaning of property, which
he was dealing with daily, or its uses for his clients” happiness
—or even for his own.

“Then, one morning, just as he had come into his office and
was about to merge two corporations, he put his hand to his
head and found himself asking himself what he was doing
and why. Now, this had never happened before. The question
and the pain he had been feeling in his head both persisted.
He set it down to too many cocktails at the party he had at-
tended too long the evening before, as he suddenly felt he
had been too long attending such affairs altogether. But the
symptoms persisted and assailed him at the most unexpected
times all day long, and not that day only. He would find himself
asking himself the same question as to what he was doing
while he was carefully going over income taxes with a very
wealthy old lady whose life seemed a nuisance to herself and
had certainly become one to everyone else, including her pa-
tient nurse and her conscientious lawyer. He found it occurring
to him in the midst of a large formal dinner he was attending.
He paused suddenly one day in court in the midst of making
a very cogent argument, stopped for a full minute until the
judge said sharply, ‘Will counsel for the defense please pro-
ceed?’ His wife repeatedly noticed his apparent abstractedness
at dinner, both when they were home alone and when guests
were present. In the first instance she was annoyed; in the
second, embarrassed. Usually she could set it down to preoc-
cupation with an important or difficult case, but for the next
few months these symptoms appeared so often that she was
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in various ways disquieted. There had been only one occa-
sion in their married life when it had been a question of an-
other woman, and somehow she felt that what was bothering
or absorbing her husband this time was something differ-
ent.

“Once she went so far as to ask him. ‘T am afraid you wouldn’t
understand, dear,” he said. ‘No, I don’t mean that,” he added as
she flushed a little, for ever since the days when they had met
at Junior Proms he knew that she had observed how he re-
garded her as something less than his mental equal. ‘No, I
don’t mean that. But you'd think I was a little crazy. And
perhaps you'd be right.’

“She began to notice strange books lying about in their
living room: The Meaning of God in Human Experience,
Physics and Philosophy, The Nature of Thought, The Two
Sources of Morality and Religion. She now, for the first time,
had no difficulty in getting him to let her read first the novels
that came from the Book-of-the-Month Club.

“His colleagues (he had by this time three partners) began
to notice his long absences from the office during parts of their
busy season. He used to tell them that he was going to the Bar
Association Library and that he did not wish to be disturbed.
But it was to the university library he went, the philosophical
division of it. He became a familiar sight afternoons to the
graduate students working or talking there. Occasionally he
would engage some of them in conversation, but they seemed
lost in issues that seemed to him not quite the major ones with
which he was now concerned. Some of them seemed to him
almost as legalistic as his colleagues in the law, and not as
sharp or as logical.

“What had happened to my friend was that he had devel-
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oped what we psychiatrists call a ‘compulsion.” Just as some
patients we see feel it absolutely necessary to wash their hands
fifty or sixty times a day, so Edward began with absolute
urgency to feel it necessary to have a clear and comprehen-
sive view of the world. And it will not surprise you, either,
that he went to look for it among the philosophers, and that
he failed to find it there. The compulsion became so acute
that it assailed him at all hours of the day and even at night.
Lying beside his wife, he would wake up at three in the mom-
ing and wonder not only what he was doing in the world, but
what anyone was doing, and what coherence, if any, all the
hurried and miscellaneous lives of men and women could be
said to make—or the life, for that matter, of the universe itself.
The thing became so obsessive that in some dim way he recog-
nized that he had a neurosis and decided to work it out for
himself, by himself, and alone.

“Luckily his wife had an income of her own, there were no
children, and he had an income, by this time, of his own. So
he left his wife to her income and to her interests, which, when
he explained his to her, were, she admitted, quite clearly dif-
ferent. She had never been at all curious as to his law practice,
but at least she had shared his leisure. She had no wish to share
his new preoccupation, and she told him so. ‘A whole and con-
sistent view of the world,” she said, looking at him blankly.
‘But, dear, what do you need or want that for? No one we know
has one!” She thought it really rather a good idea when he said
he wanted to go off alone to a spot he knew in Southern Cali-
fornia, a headland above the Pacific which, when they had
once passed it on a motor trip, he had thought might make an
ideal spot if he ever wanted to write a book on corporation law.
She went as far as Reno with him, where she left him for good
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and all. Before leaving New York, Edward had packed into
his trunk three hundred works of philosophy, classic and con-
temporary.

“On the lovely headland overlooking the bland blue mo-
notony of the Pacific, he had built for himself (it was easy in
prewar days) a modernistic, quite functional little house,
mostly steel and glass, with a wonderful broad uninterrupted
view of the western sea. There he proceeded, as I said, to try
to find somewhere in these three hundred works of philosophy
a clear and consistent view of the world. And, as I said, you
will not be surprised to hear that he did not find it. There was,
of course, always something left out, something that did not
fitin. And what did not fit in, as doubtless you've guessed, were
the brutal miscellaneous facts of the world. It was during the
depression and millions were starving. But coffee crops were
being destroyed in Brazil and wheat crops in Kansas. There
was meeting after meeting of diplomats in Europe, allegedly
intent on making war illegal or impossible. But there were
increasing and increasingly credible rumors of war. Like many
another philosopher, Edward had a basic way of dealing with
recalcitrant facts. He ignored them, and even arranged to keep
himself systematically ignorant of them. In his case it was
simple. He simply stopped reading the newspapers, except
local ones which carried very few facts anyway.

“Then,” the psychiatrist continued, “he began to develop
what we philosophers call a phantasy. Now I know the word
‘fantasy’ spelt with an ‘I’ suggests something altogether light-
hearted and free. But a phantasy as psychiatrists use it means
something different. It is a systematic delusion by which neu-
rotics, often for a long period, manage to live. It is an imaginary

pattern of order. Well, Edward half found, half created, a
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phantasy, a dream world in which everything added up to
Beauty, Goodness, and Truth. You, as a professional philoso-
pher, know where he found his materials. At least you can guess.
For Edward had found that though the great systems always
left something out, with a little rearrangement they could be
made to include even recalcitrant facts, even all those oddities
(and worse) in the scheme of things that can be summed up
under the name of evil. He borrowed a little (don’t we all?)
from Plato, from Plotinus, from Spinoza, and from some of
the German idealists, particularly Hegel, whom, all the better
for his purposes, he did not understand too well. Within three
or four months he had arrived at an equilibrium in his own
mind in which, he believed, he did now clearly see that every-
thing added up to Goodness, Beauty, and Truth. It was a phan-
tasy, of course. The world in which he had stopped reading
the newspapers still went on, disturbed and chaotic as ever.
He had, as we sometimes put it, escaped into phantasy. But if
one has an independent income and a bland blue unobstructed
view of the Pacific, one can live by a phantasy indefinitely.
Edward, save for the accidental and well-intentioned kindness
of one of his friends, might have done so to this day.
“Edward had continued to correspond with his friends in
the East. It saved him from the unmitigated emptiness of
reverie. He saw almost no one among his local neighbors,
most of them retired bankers from the East and retired farmers
from Iowa. His long vigils with philosophical works might have
led him to the almost mad loneliness that assails serious seekers
after their own salvation, or serious seekers after the secret of
the universe in order to find salvation. But letters from and to
old friends in the East, chiefly college friends, gave him that
near-substitute for society that the postman brings to the
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solitary. He found, for one thing, that with several old friends
he became really more intimate at a distance than he was when
they had met each other often, face to face. For one thing,
friends in New York seldom see each other alone; they see
each other surrounded by their respective families and in the
midst of their respective professional preoccupations and at
large crush cocktail parties. But now, when friends wrote to
him, out here alone in the West, of their deeper hopes and
fears, and he read their letters in his steel-and-glass cottage
facing the Pacific, he, too, felt the need to draw near to some-
one by mail. There were a few friends, including a few class-
mates teaching philosophy or English at eastern universities,
who seemed glad of a chance to talk over philosophical issues
with one who, as one of them put it, had really given his life
over, entire and undivided, to the quest for the Holy Grail.
“One of these friends, fearing, with a certain justice, that
the fresher intellectual currents took rather a long while to
get to California, sent him a new volume on the reigning new
intellectual enthusiasm, semantics. From that tome, a sort of
summary index written by a young economist who had just
discovered the subject, Edward learned something that seemed
to reduce to absurdity the phantasy of Goodness, Beauty, and
Truth that he had built himself out of cards drawn from the
decks of various philosophers, different decks differently con-
stituted. From this then-current gospel, which was to be found
on all the more literate suburban living-room tables, Edward
learned a few things that wrecked his little system and his
careful happiness. He learned that everyone, but particularly
philosophers, misused wor's. Philosophers never could say
exactly what they meant, and if they succeeded in doing so,
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which was very rare, there was never any great probability
that anyone else would exactly understand. Moreover, people
took words not as signs of actualities in the world, of indubitable
objects, events, and situations; they took them rather for their
values as weapons or as flatteries or as self-flatteries. Men mis-
led themselves and others systematically by the words they
used, words which often meant nothing whatever outside the
neat little verbal games or systems in which they appeared.

“Philosophers peculiarly well exemplified these traits. Their
whole systems were nothing but tautologies, the long-winded
development of a few unverified assumptions. The history of
thought was simply the gray tale of vicious abstractionism,
and philosophers were nothing but adroit talkers about a few
terms, vast, vague, and undefined, relevant to nothing at all.
These were their whole capital to begin with, and, after all
their elaborate dialectical developments, to end with. ‘All flub-
jubs are dingbats,’ cited I. A. Richards. ‘This is a flubjub,
therefore it is a dingbat.’ This, he pointed out, was blank and
empty reasoning, and a perfect paradigm of what most sys-
tematic philosophers did most of the time. The only words
that really do mean anything, the semanticists pointed out,
are those that point to things, persons, and events; words that
can be ‘cashed in’ in actual experience. Now how could one
point to Beauty, Goodness, and Truth? Edward reflected on the
so-called great systems of thought he had been wading through.
How beautifully articulated they were in their development
of premises themselves fantastic. ‘Dialectic’ it was called, the
systematic self-deception of the mind where there were no
facts at hand to begin with. Edward saw what had been seduc-
ing him in these systems, and in his own. It was the clarity
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and cogency with which any thinker, or he himself, could build
up a watertight world. He saw he had been deceived. One
day he took his own notes on his own little world system and
threw them into. the sea.

“There was just a little of other people’s philosophies that
he kept. David Hume’s Treatise on Human Nature, for one
thing, and his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. For
David Hume was obviously a sensible man who seldom talked
nonsense, who kept his eye on actual human nature and its
unmistakable experience. He used an ax skillfully to destroy
human pretense and illusions, and had himself no ax to grind.
Edward reluctantly did not keep Plato. For all the beauty of
his art, Plato did use terms very loosely indeed, terms like
Beauty and Goodness and Truth, and he bandied terms about
and developed their internal relations to each other without
much concern for what the original terms referred to. Edward
threw out also all of medieval philosophy as a monk’s abstract-
ed and abstractionist reverie. He kept some of John Stuart
Mill and a little of Auguste Comte, who had had at least a
glimpse of what a truly positivistic method might mean. He
allowed himself a few indulgences, about which he felt, it
must be admitted, a sense of guilt. One was Immanuel Kant’s
Critique of Pure Reason. The whole thing was a gigantic piece
of verbalism, there were ingenious solutions of gratuitously
created problems, and connections established between the
parts of an elaborate intellectual fairy tale. But the architec-
tonic was fascinating, like the structure of a musical compo-
sition. And this was still more true of Bradley's Appearance
and Reality, which developed almost like a Bach fugue.

“But the thought of a Bach fugue itself made him uneasy.
Like Othello, he found his occupation gone, but now that it
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was, he could not turn gladly, as a relief from the strain of
his philosophic studies, to the freshening resource he had
once had in music. His occupation was gone, and his recrea-
tion, too. Music had been for him a great and soothing ease-
ment from the ardors and endurances of intellectual labor.
Music was a release from the sharp brittlenesses of words, from
the confinements and constraints of practical affairs. The sounds
in music were not tied to the hard specificity of words. The
structure of music was not the strict necessity of verbal logic,
but the free movement, or so it seemed, of spontaneous song.
In music, the logical and the lyrical became one.

“Moreover, for a lonely soul (lonelier than he had ever cared
or dared to admit to himself) music provided objects on which
emotion could be expended and by which it could be absorbed.
He saw no one, loved no one, but love had not died in him. He
had given up conventional ambition, but a sense of frustration
and defeat was vaguely present to him, a sense of helplessness
in not finding any stable coherence by which he might live and
to which he might commit himself wholeheartedly. Grief and
hope, sorrow and gaiety, daily played their changes of mood
upon his solitude, despite his dedication—high, intellectual,
and austere. And in listening to works of the great composers
on the excellent phonograph he had purchased, he could find
the fulfillment of all these vague emotions, heart-warming har-
monies by which their floating residue could be absorbed. Many
persons passing his small house at night would hear the strains
of Schubert or Beethoven and remark on his apparently great
love for music. Perhaps they were right. But the sounds float-
ing on the clear, still night air were testimony, rather, to his
having found a vent for romantic love and less mentionable
emotions that had no other outlet. Even his passion for logic,
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never quite fulfilled by the systems of philosophy, found a
wordless fulfillment in the structure of a fugue, the develop-
ment of a classical sonata.

“But he found now he could not permit himself to lose him-
self in the half-emotional, half-intellectual orgy of music. How
could an adult mind allow itself to listen to sounds that had,
by definition, no meaning, that said nothing precise, clear,
or particular, that were simply a debauch of amorphously
touching, illicitly moving notes? No, music was out of bounds,
and he stored all his records, and his machine as well, in the
cellar, which he locked. Lest he be tempted to unlock it, he
threw the key into the sea.

“He had also fallen into the way of reading poetry late at
night before he went to sleep. Poetry played the same part in
his life that it had played once in the life of John Stuart Mill.
When abstractions suddenly made life seem thin and empty and
bleak and gray, Wordsworth restored to life its quality and its
color. Life became vivid and satisfying again when poets lighted
upon the bright right words, and translated experience into
radiance once more. So he had thought, and in some of the
darkest days of his confusion and his depression he had turned
to the poets, to ‘that inward eye which is the bliss of solitude.’
And his heart had danced with Wordsworth'’s daffodils.

“That was all over and impossible now. It was bad enough
that philosophers used words loosely because they couldn’t
help themselves. At least some philosophers, according to their
lights and after their fashion, struggled to be quite clear and
specific about what they meant, even if what they meant meant
nothing, ultimately, at all. But poets seemed deliberately to
exploit the ambiguities, the double or triple resonances of
meaning, in words. Poetry was a little better than the murmur-
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ous music which it closely resembled. But it was also more
deceptive, because it pretended to be saying something. It used
words that responsible and practical men used in the affairs
of life, but used them for the delights of tintinnabulation, for
the vague dreaming associations of syllables, for the adolescent
luxury of soft unprecise reverie, of indolent recollection and
wistfulness. Poetry was not emotion recollected in tranquillity,
but emotion deliberately befuddling and nourishing itself with
metaphor and melody. No, poetry, too, had to be erased from
his life.

“And there was no possible return to any sound philosophy.
For now there was clearly no sound philosophy to return to.
Philosophy in itself was not even as reasonable as it seemed
by its own definitions. Philosophers either used terms loosely
or defined them willfully, and once they had defined terms
in their own willful way, they went through the motions of
developing from their absurd premises their necessary but
trivial conclusions. You came out of the most subtle develop-
ment of a logical system with nothing more than you brought
into it; and in the case of most philosophies, practically all,
you came in at the beginning with nothing at all. Nature, God,
the One, the Absolute, Matter, Spirit—so much abracadabra.
No, it was no use turning to the classic tradition, the sanctified
verbologies of the past, for wisdom.

“One could really tum nowhere. Edward found himself go-
ing one step beyond the semanticists; he could trust no external
reports and certainly nobody else’s language. And he was not,
in the last analysis, more certain that he could trust his own.
Where to turn now? Well—" The psychiatrist paused for the
first time in quite a long period. “I gathered from him later,”

he said, “when he had become my patient, that he decided
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to turn inward, to retire to the indubitable certainties of his
soul.”

“Oh,” I said, “like Descartes, you mean; he was going to rely
on clear and distinct ideas.”

“Clear and distinct ideas were the last thing Edward wanted
now,” said the psychiatrist. “He had been deceived by ideas.
One can be clear and distinct about nothing at all. That's what
the semanticists had taught him. No, he took a different line.
He wanted to retire from the superficial level of logic to the
very center of his own soul. If one cannot trust external reports
or formal language, he thought, perhaps it is possible, by pene-
trating to the very living center of one’s own being, to become
one with the One, to be alone with the Alone. I've had patients
like that,” said the psychiatrist. “They come in and say they've
heard a bell sound; they’ve plumbed to the very center of all-
being; they're in tune with the infinite. Or, when they have
delusions of grandeur, they think that they are the infinite.
And you've read similar asseverations, I know, in the mystics:
in the Greek Plotinus, in the Arab Al-Ghazali, in the Spaniard
St. John of the Cross. The language is often very beautiful,
and in the hands of the Hindus or of the Platonists very con-
vincing, But it does not make the experience or the wish that
prompted it any the less abnormal!

“It’s a curious thing about the mystics. They talk a great
deal about the concentrated brevity of their rapture. They tell
us time and again that their experience is a point of flame, a
rapt instant of ecstasy. Some of them say that the intensity sus-
tained a moment or two longer would be unbearable. They
are quite right. But they don’t know the reason. A moment
of rapture continued a little bit too long would be just as
monotonous and maddening as a pain or a headache that per-
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sisted too long. It would be a very ecstasy of boredom. Then
the mystics like to tell you that what they saw is indescribable.
There’s nothing they can say about it, and no wonder. Have
you ever tried to describe pure emptiness? The mystics exclude
everything specific. They tell us what they were at one with
was the One, not just this or that; not this beauty, nor that
beauty, but all Beauty; not this or that at all, but the Absolute
Thatness. Now it is very difficult to distinguish the ineffable
from the inane.

“That’s what Edward found out. He thought that if only
he ever came to the pure interior being of himself, he would
be one with all things, with the rich plenitude of all-being. He
had followed the mystic path as he remembered it. He had
stopped thinking, he had quit outside distractions. He was
utterly alone, without desire, without conflict or torment of
desire. And one night he did have a vision. He felt all things
melting into oneness. He felt himself becoming one with all
unity, and he felt very intensely how blank and empty and
foolish that unity was. He was walking alone by the sea at
sunset. There was not a breath stirring. The sky was a perfect
California blue. He was alone. He felt millions, not thousands,
of miles from his friends.

“He felt cut off by his intellectual doubts and scruples from
all reality. As you know, that’s a familiar psychoneurotic symp-
tom—that is, a sense of the unreality of everything—everything
being far, far removed. Then, suddenly, Edward felt the bluc
grow intenser, the silence itself more acute. He felt all things
merge into oneness, and he himself merging into that unity.
There was nothing but the hum of awareness, and that seemed
to be the very hum of silence, of being itself. All was light,
and he was one now with that light. All was radiance, and he
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was at the very core of the radiance, of that flame of love all at
the center of himself.

“It lasted but an instant, or rather the happiness did. For
then he seemed to be experiencing a curious variation of the
mystical rapture. The oneness continued, the sense of merg-
ing with the undifferentiated continuum of being. But it
seemed a mere dull and dead blankness now He seemed at
the center of the vast All-ness, and it was all irretrievably empty
and colorless and valueless and dead. It was as if he were a
dead soul inhabiting a dead planet. All conflict, it is true, had
vanished, but all color, all intensity, all variety, all richness,
too. There was nothing in him, and only nothingness every-
where. And he came back to the world, to his house of steel
and glass, dispirited, disquieted, disillusioned. He had retired,
as the mystics had suggested, to the very core of his own being,
and, worst revelation of all, he had found, save for a brief and
pethaps illusory flash of time, nothing but nothingness there.
The one rock bottom of believable reality, the pulse of his own
being, opened to him nothing but endless and infinite stretches
of gray monotony. Not the radiance of a sunlit world, but the
dull perpetual half-dawn of eternal ennui was what he had
found by retreating into his soul. He had apparently arrived
not at the rich plenitude of all-being, but at the horrid and
foolish inane.”

The psychiatrist paused. “Have you ever felt your life to
be filled, if I may put it so, with emptiness? Sans everything,
as Shakespeare puts it?”

“Oh, once in a while,” I said, “but only when I am dead
tired.”

“Well, Edward felt it all the time. He had gone inward as
far as he could, and he was nowhere. The world had failed
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him, other men’s systems had failed him, and in his own inner
consciousness he had found nothing but the blankest, most
meaningless darkness. He sat staring at the blue monotony
of the Pacific and it seemed more blank than ever. No music,
no poetry, no philosophy, no world, nothing in the world, noth-
ing in the self! He felt, as you may imagine, in as deep an
abyss as Tolstoi records in A Confession.

“For weeks he hardly ate, for he could not bring himself
to sit down to his own solitude. And he did not read, and
he began to go a little mad whenever he began to think. It
gradually dawned on him that he was quite neurotic, and like
a good many neurotics he thought he’d cure himself. It can’t
be done; a neurotic needs professional aid. He saw nowhere
to go. The outer world offered but disillusion, the inner world
worse still: emptiness absolute. It was bad enough to find con-
fusion and delusion, futility and phantasmagoria in the world
outside himself. But worst of all-he shuddered as he thought
of it—in the inner core of his own being he found an utter
vacuum, an ultimate vacuity. Where to now? He could im-
agine that these morbid little items one reads in the papers of
suicides who left no notes had had this discovery of zero and
absolute emptiness as their cause. It would require a whole
volume, not a note, to explain how one had arrived at such ter-
rifying nullity. No Western philosopher, except perhaps Scho-
penhauer, had dared to write such a volume, and even
Schopenhauer had pretended Nirvana was a goal. Nothing-
ness was just that, nothingness, and perhaps suicide was indi-
cated. But suicide might not, as Hamlet saw, be the end; and
an eternal nothingness—why plunge one’s self deliberately into
that ambiguity? Death in any case was an evasion, not a solu-
tion, of life.
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“He decided now that he could see clearly what was wrong
with him. He had been upsetting himself with these vast
unsettling theories. None of them had done anything but
lead him down blind alleys or open vistas which dissolved into
ironic disappointments, like the mystical rapture. He had seen
it happen to his friends, this search for the ultimate in hap-
piness, in wisdom and truth. He had seen some of them fool
themselves or drug themselves with systems. Goethe was right:
‘Grau ist alle Theorie’—gray is all theory. He must experience
the bright colors of life again, the actualities of practical com-
pulsion, the dear brightnesses and vividnesses of human beings
with actual faces and hands.

“For two years or more he had been living quite alone. He
had made it a point not even to know his neighbors, and he
had been set down as a curious sort of hermit—possibly a mem-
ber of one of those Oriental cults that flourish in Southern Cali-
fornia. He was rumored to have become an adept at Yoga. But
he bothered no one and no one bothered about him, though
his handsome, slightly troubled, slightly spiritualized face had
been remarked upon admiringly by some of the dowager ladies
whom he greeted courteously when he met them on their morn-
ing walks.

“‘Perhaps,’ he thought, I should go back to the practice of
the law.” But the thought of the abstractions he should get into
there frightened him even more than he had been frightened
away from philosophy by semantics. No, he would begin his
return to the actual world by cultivating his neighbors. Luckily,
though he had kept his distance, he had never been rude to
them. And so quiet was this little village of retired rentiers that
any chance of company was treasured, and many of his neigh-
bors had been waiting for a chance to show him some hospital-
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ity. Mrs. Elder, who had long thought he looked like a poet

(because he was tall and thin and had fair hair and seemed
vaguely troubled), after he had, with pointed amiability,
stopped to talk with her one morning when they were both on
a walk, said, ‘Mr. Brodvue, won’t you come to dinner next
Tuesday?’

“‘Madam,” he said, ‘just what do you mean by Tuesday?’
She looked at him in alarm and fled.

“But he did get himself invited to dinner and to several par-
ties, and he found that it was not quite as easy to resume the
normal world as he had supposed. People would talk of politics
and economics, of war and peace, of art and science, or capital
and labor, and the comments of the semantic critics would
stick obdurately in his mind. The conversation seemed com-
pounded of foolish tautologies and meaningless ejaculations.
He had all he could do not to interrupt at every word the
absurd confusions with which everyone blandly studded his
conversation. He could not even bother to judge among the
types of nonsense. It all seemed to him equally foolish and he
felt very remote from it all. He showed it in what was generally
interpreted to be a snobbish smile. One evening, when some-
body had said, Is not Communism nonsense?’, he had said,
‘Is not everything, except the absolute—if there is an abso-
lute?’ He himself distrusted the relative so much that he would
not believe the timetable and missed the bus three times run-
ning from Los Angeles.

“He decided to give up the West, and self-cure. He turned
East, hoping vaguely that the familiar associations there would
restore him to normalcy. But New York seemed no less absurd
and unreal than Southern California, and the pursuits of his
friends rather sillier even than they had come to seem before
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he left. And these grown-up children took their illusions with
such seriousness. ‘Perhaps,” he thought, ‘the surest sign that I
am ill is that I can’t take anything as real or serious.” He tried
to persuade himself that the reason the preoccupations of his
friends seemed so remote and trivial was that they actually
were so artificial, so timid, so second-hand, and so dishonest or
so pretentious. These people went through the motions of for-
mal dinner parties, talking to people they did not care about
concerning things that did not interest them. They read books
they did not wish to read, attended concerts that bored them.
And for all the fret and fever of their lives, they had not the
courage to follow their actual impulses; despite their gray
paganism, they had not even the conviction or the virility of
the senses. Though they affected to satirize gentility, they
continued to follow all the regular, now slightly modified,
tabus. They used first names more promiscuously than their
parents would have done at formal dinners; they wore black
ties instead of white ones, or sometimes dared to come in busi-
ness clothes. But they went to the same dinners, and, though
they changed wives somewhat casually, they were all involved
in the routines of domesticity.

“Edward plunged, without much success, into a life he had
always wished to try. He went to Havana, where Cuban ac-
quaintances from the days of his legal practice helped him find
his way to sophisticated dissipation. For a little while he thought -
he had arrived at a lasting absorption in guiltless, idea-less sen-
suality. Wine and sex and sunlight seemed to be one answer, or
one escape from seeking one. But he suddenly found it absurd
to be toasting in the sun or guzzling at night—he found liquor
no longer really agreed with or delighted him—and, though he
hated to admit it to himself. for he was only middle-aged, sex
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turned out to be both tiresome and tiring, and in the arms of
some dark carefree girl he felt the psychical distances that sepa-
rated them and discovered sex was no solvent of his miseries.
At the very height of a night’s rapture the awful sense of the
eternal blankness returned. One of the girls to whom he had
become much attached finally found him too mysteriously pre-
occupied. And he was too melancholy quite to mind her leaving
him for good.

“He finally decided to seek psychiatric aid, and came to me.
He was introduced by another lawyer, whom I had managed
to cure of delusions of grandeur.”

The psychiatrist paused. “Remarkable case,” he said, “and
remarkable cure.”

“Oh,” I said, “he was cured then?”—wondering what it was,
to be cured of philosophy.

“Oh, yes,” he said, “he was cured all right, but it was a long,
slow business. We psychiatrists are said to be overpaid, but we
have to put up with a painful lot of boredom. You know, I
suppose, of our free association technique. What we do (for
all of us now in one form or another are practicing psycho-
analysis) is to let the patient talk spontaneously and sufhciently
for his blocks and forgotten fears to come into the light. We
hope that if he talks long enough the pattern of his disorder
will become clear and, becoming clear, will be got rid of. It's
almost like having the patient talk the devil out of himself.
And when he has his complexes exteriorized, he will see clearly
what has been bothering him. Seeing it clearly, it should be-
come possible for him to live at one with himself and with the
order of things in which and with which he must, as an adult,
live.”

“It takes a long time, doesn’t it?” I asked.
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“A very long time, often a very boring one for the doctor.
Take Edward Brodvue. For the first year he said nothing at all.
He came to my office every day for an hour (and you remember
our charges are—and have to be—high) and kept perfectly
mum. He would pucker his lips as if he were about to say
something, and nothing would come. It was against my prin-
ciples to try to help #tim. The associations must be free. You
can imagine, meanwhile, that it ceased to be a pleasure, even
a scientific one, to sit there hour after hour listening to a
patient say nothing at all. And the high fee I was getting made
it no more agreeable, really.

“It was not until a year later that I learned what the trouble
was. I sometimes scolded myself for not having guessed it
sooner. Edward had been quite sure that he could not say
exactly what he intended, or that if he did, I would under-
stand it, or not misunderstand it. The second year was much
better.”

“The second year!” 1 exclaimed. “How long did it go on?”

“It’s going on right now, into the third year, though Edward
comes only every other day now. In the second year, worse
boredom for me; the first eight or nine months were much the
worst. What came out in the free associations was a quite ama-
teurish history of Eastern and Western thought, all mixed up
together, with some childhood memories and some very odd sex-
ual imagery indeed. But toward the end of the year, I began to
see light, and so did he. He had been brought up by a very de-
voted mother, an overdevoted one, and a highly disorganized
one. She could never talk coherently about the same subject
for more than two minutes at a time at most. His father was a
practical man who was always contemptuous of people with
intellectual interests.
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“Edward had been brought up in New York, where nobody

belongs clearly to any one fixed pattern of culture or ideas.
Once, when he was a little boy, an older boy who was playing
with him on his birthday threw down a castle which he had
built out of blocks and said, “This playing with blocks just
doesn’t make any sense!’ It became clear to Edward without
my pointing it out (which is best) that this desire for a clear
and consistent view of the world was a childish hangover from
the ruined castle of blocks, over which he had wept bitterly.
As for the passion for theoretical consistency, and for saying
nothing that was incoherent, that was clearly a kind of perfec-
tionism which, now that he saw its origin, he must and would
get over. It was a rebellion against his father’s practicality and
his mother’s vagueness.

“As a matter of fact, he’s getting on fine now. He’s not prac-
ticing law, of course, but he goes out into ordinary middle-class
society, uses words as loosely as anyone else, and doesn’t mind
it in the least. He listens to the confused and inchoate nonsense
that passes for intelligent conversation among the literate
bourgeoisie, and it doesn’t bother him a bit. He’s a well-adjusted,
normal, middle-class American citizen again.”

“No relapses?’ I asked.

“No,” said the doctor, “not a single burst of poetic medita-
tion, no asking of basic questions, no raising of fundamental
criticism. He’s perfectly normal, or pretty near.”

“Doctor,” I said, “do you suppose you could cure me?”

“I've been thinking about you,” he said. “You do think about
these things a good deal. But after all, you get paid for it, it’s
part of your job, and you take ideas with a sense of proportion.
Still, I have been wondering about you.”
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The Private Thinker
and the Public World:

OR, A SHORT HISTORY
OF A DIFFIDENT PHILOSOPHER
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ONCE upon a time, not very long ago, there was a phi-
losopher. He laid the flattering unction on his soul that
he wrote not only about, but for, eternity. Ideally, he thought,
he was not concerned with a public at all. He was the meditative
monk, he told himself, the discarnate intelligence thinking in
self-sufficient silence on first and last things. He told himself
that he did not care what was the incidence of his conclusions
on other minds. He said to himself that his writings were simply
the notebooks of his spirit, the journal of his private intellect.
They were reminders to him of what he once said, or what he
once meant to say. He wrote at all only to help clarify himself
to himself. His books were the log of his “voyagings through
strange seas of thought, alone,” the strict account of the storms
and fogs and occasional calms through which he had passed
in his intellectual wanderings toward ports he himself had
scarcely found on a map. He thought if his memory were better
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he would not write at all, not even for himself. He remem-
bered Plato’s Phaedrus and knew that the word living in the
mind can be dead on the page.

In common with many others in his profession, he was aware
that philosophy is a soliloquy, and has to be, when it is serious
and sincere. It is a thinking in silence and solitude; it is analysis
that begins and ends in personal awareness. It is meditation
spoken aloud by the unwary thinker and sometimes overheard
by others. He rather particularly cherished those works in
philosophy that are first and last personal meditations: Marcus
Aurelius earnestly addressing himself, St. Augustine doing
likewise in his Confessions, even though his book was ad-
dressed not to himself but to God; for though St. Augustine was
addressing God, he was speaking really to his own soul. Our
philosopher also loved to browse in those solitary and retired
thinkers whose writings are interior monologues and whom
one seems simply to be overhearing. Pascal and his Pensées,
Amiel and his Journal, the reflections of Nietzsche, lyric and
savage; in our own day the soliloquies of Santayana. It was
touching and instructive to see how other minds had tried to
settle their accounts with the universe, even when they had
added up their accounts wrong, as our philosopher thought.

But he began to discover that the soliloquy is never quite
as private as it looks. Memories came into his head of the old-
fashioned stage convention, of an actor speaking to himself
though in the presence of a thousand spectators. Soliloquy, too,
is a kind of stage convention in philosophy. He doubted whether
the most solitary thinker was ever speaking, or even quite
thought he was speaking, wholly to himself. He was address-
ing a not impossible friend, perhaps across the centuries, or a

not impossible god. It had long amused and edified our philoso-
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pher to catch the soliloquizing character, on the other hand,
in a system of thought that paraded its objectivity and de-
claimed that it constituted the lineaments of the universe,
whereas what the reader really comes upon is the lineaments
of the thinker’s own temperament or the outlines of the cul-
ture in which he lives. The sober, provincial piety of an eight-
eenth-century German Protestant shone through the analyses
of Immanuel Kant; the decent, civic-minded Englishman
through Mill’s cool and apparently detached analyses of lib-
erty. And he had not failed to note, in what were apparently
the most soliloquizing of thinkers, that the soliloquy is of a
very special sort: the philosopher, no mere poet, speaking a first
fine careless rapture. It is, if it is entitled to be called philosophy
at all, an act of thinking. Thinking accomplished is a smooth
junction of related thoughts, but thinking in act is confused and
tentative. Soliloquy is an exploration, audacious and problem-
atic. Its paths are filled with blocks. It is tempted off to side
paths of irrelevance. It goes back in its own track, or starts over.
The soliloquy that goes on in the mind and the one that may
eventually get down on paper are totally different things. It is
only on paper, and not in his secret heart, that the philosopher
arrives smoothly at conclusions.

Our philosopher knew he was never quite talking to himself,
and he had tried these many years to figure out to whom
he could properly address himself. Well, it is very hard to say.
He suspected from reading the journals of philosophy and
many treatises on the subject that the philosophers write for one
another; and that even if a philosopher intended writing for a
larger public, it is doubtful indeed whether the apparatus of
philosophical thinking is available, even for the educated.
There are works in philosophy written in a language hardly
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to be distinguished from a special esoteric jargon, and phi-
losophers are often condemned for so writing. As he read the
works of some of them, our thinker wondered whether it
was really necessary to use so formidable a vocabulary to say
the simplest truths, or even the simplest untruths. But the lay-
man who condemns the philosophers ought he thought, to try
some day to state quite accurately what is in his head on some
basic theme. He pointed out to his lay friends who complained
about philosophical jargon how hard it is to say what one in-
tends; that even to convey the simplest sensation, Proust was
driven to involved sentences pages long, and Joyce to breaking
up English syntax altogether. The philosopher is trying to say
either immediate things or ultimate ones, and neither is easy.
The very words used in common discourse have their edges
rubbed off, their contours too undefined. After he had wan-
dered a while among the loose meanderings of Amiel or Kierke-
gaard, it was a real pleasure and relief to turn to thinkers who
struggled to say precisely what they meant and who traced the
implications of what they said. If philosophers wrote only for
one another, our philosopher decided, it was because they would
be speaking to dulled or deaf ears if they did not.

And yet he had observed among the professional philoso-
phers he had known a great weariness of talking professionally
only to one another. Our philosopher was in a position which
is almost one of the occupational perils of his profession: he
found himself on the horns of a dilemma. He turned the pages
of the professional journals in a given year and the pages were
filled with arguments and controversies about technical issues
that had a life for a season only, distinctions that had a cer-
tain fashionableness in discussion. A few years later the dis-
tinctions, the discussions, had all disappeared. By middle life
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he found himself weary of the whole round of jargon and arti-
ficial questions.

The philosopher turned to speak to a larger public, for he had
wearied of his colleagues who dealt with unreal issues in an
artificial language. He wished to speak to a wider audience.
But what was he to say to them, and in what tongue? He knew
well enough that he could not employ the language of the
schools, or discuss the problems that most philosophers con-
tinue to discuss. And yet he could not use the language of
literature or of daily discourse. He must disinfect his speech of
emotional overtone and of practical limitations.

Apart from language, he began to reflect on other difficulties.
It suddenly dawned on him what occurs when a philosopher
speaks to the multitude. Like many another thinker, he won-
dered what would happen to him if he dared to speak the
truth. He thought of Socrates, condemned by the Athenian
jury for corrupting youth and denying the gods. He thought
of Bruno, burned at the stake; Spinoza, excommunicated; and
philosophers everywhere, at best stupidly smiled at and quietly
scorned, or silently ignored.

He thought how the patterns of ordinary life are really the
deposit of philosophies centuries old. An appeal to reason, he
realized, could not actually be an appeal to reason, for reason
has to meet all the established stupidities which have passed as
reasonable. In addition, he knew that the philosopher, in order
to appeal to a general public, is in danger of perilously oppos-
ing its most cherished prejudices; or, what is worse, out of a
human desire to please, he comes merely to express its own
narrow views. At best, he can be merely a guide to the con-
ventional, a prophet of the already established in life and
thought. If he stands by his own insights, he is in danger



46 Philosopher’s Quest

of not being understood at all, or, if understood, hated. Spinoza
was ignored except by the wise or the intellectually enlightened
of his own day, and where known, often reviled. And he was
not the only one.

Our philosopher was older now, and he knew that one
could not come to grips with first and last things without re-
vealing the absurdity of a great many intermediate things, like
property and progress and a great many current fads and follies
in religion and education. Humorists could hold these things up
to ridicule, but a philosopher who pointed out the absurdities
of current customs and beliefs could not expect to be well re-
ceived. Observing some contemporary writers, our philosopher
came to the conclusion that a popular philosopher is almost a
contradiction in terms. The truth of things is never flattering
to human vanities or even to the most generous human hopes
and aspirations. If one is to speak the truth as one sees it, one
is likely not to encourage human beings very much. There is
much that will be distasteful to their dignity or to their
desires. They will be quieted or saddened or discomposed by
the picture, for instance, of what a tiny spot in the universe the
human scene is, how unpremeditated, how transient, how
precarious. The philosopher, if he persists in seeing clearly, will
have to point out the insanity of many cherished human insti-
tutions and the silliness of the pet oracles of current human
wisdom. Our philosopher knew that he might win a large
public if he spoke a little more clearly than most what every-
one already believed. He could win an audience by the device
of losing his own soul and hiding his own vision. He could
speak to others most successfully if he said lucidly what they
already wanted to hear.

Our philosopher was puzzled and saddened by all this. But
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he was an idealist and a simple man, for he had not moved
much in the ways of the world. He confidently imagined that
if men knew the truth, the truth would make them free. He
was a naive spirit and so the truth at first seemed clear to him,
and he thought it would be clear and transparent to any candid
and unbiased soul, of whom he supposed there were many.

But how is one to speak to a multitude, our philosopher won-
dered, in language whose refinements are known only to a
few? Supposing, as is commonly assumed, that the truth would
render men free? In what terms is the truth to be made viable,
what words can be used to communicate it? The truth, as the
philosopher knew from his complex studies, is never simple.
It is crossed by a thousand complications. It is complicated by
a thousand contradictions and, at its heart, is a mystery. There
are the complexities of discourse itself. Our philosopher had,
for one thing, studied many languages, and he knew how the
very forms of grammar itself can transmute and distort the facts
of existence, how the modulation of tone can change the force
of the simplest word. He knew the tortuosities of thought, the
plurality of paths open from the same hypotheses, the way in
which one is trapped by the surface smoothness of a train of
thought into thinking that surface smoothness follows the lines
of reality or of truth. Every statement uttered is true only in
part, for it is possible in human speech, even in the most artful
human speech, ultimately to say only one thing at a time, and
there are a thousand other aspects of the same fact that any
one fragment of discourse can never even broach. Our thinker
knew the philosopher’s fallacy of being taken in by his own
clarities, and the way in which an articulate system blinds the
thinker himself to the morasses and obscurities of experience,
and its ultimate central blindness or mystery or absurdity.
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One could not even be clear without seeing clarity become an
idol. It is easy enough, our philosopher thought, to get a reputa-
tion for clarity by avoiding or ignoring all the tangled jungles,
by detouring round the blind alleys and dead ends of thought.
The truth of anything, he more and more came to think, was
not simple, nor was discourse adequate to the whole of truth.

Our philosopher knew that there were plenty of philosophers
before him who had seen this. They were driven to arabesques
of statement about moments of apocalyptic vision. To be under-
stood even by all literate men in any generation is proof positive
that one has uttered only the relatively intelligible half-truths.

Our philosopher realized, more than the ordinary man, how
misleading clarities may be, how far from the turbid actuality
of experience itself. But what course was he to use in his speech
other than the lucidity which for so long he had made his
ideal? He could resort, as had been done before, to gnomic
utterance, to mystical aphorism. But he hesitated to do this.
In the first place, how could one be sure that the flash of
insight which welled up within one was not a phosphorescence
seen in a fever, a glory wished for in a dream? How could one
be sure that a difficult aphorism was not at its core merely a
stupid failure in articulation? No, our philosopher could not
follow these latter-day ecstatics who thought that the begin-
ning of wisdom was to abandon even the attempt to make sense,
to speak in ejaculations. He refused to believe that because
one cannot tell the whole truth about anything, and because one
cannot tell the whole truth about everything, one cannot tell
partial truth about part of the whole of experience. To admit
that there is a mystery about the heart of things does not mean
that one cannot be clear and convincing about some phases of it,
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at least, and indeed, within limits, that one cannot make some
part of the world or life or society perfectly intelligible. Particu-
larly if one has had—or felt one has had—a flash of vast and
cosmic luminosity, the rational mind hates to have its insight
converted into a fanaticism of the vague and the vacuous.
Our philosopher felt better now. One could not say the whole
truth about the whole universe, but one could say some whole-
some and saving things about some of it. He would have rested
at that point, content to say what saving and wholesome truths
he could think of. But, unfortunately, he was living in the mod-
ern world. Like so many of his colleagues and so many of his
friends, he had allowed himself to be bedazzled by the com-
plexities of the contemporary scene. He wished rather that he
had been born in Greece. It was not that he thought he knew
everything, but he knew at least how much there was to be
known and of the varieties of knowledge. He noted that there
were sages in the modern world who were undismayed by the
vast new areas of knowledge, who said that since logic was al-
ways the same, and had been so since Aristotle, they did not
need to know the sordid irrelevant facts of transient contem-
porary existence. Our philosopher could not be so careless and
innocent of the new avenues of knowledge. If he had been
born in early Greece, he could have looked around the world
and said that All is Water, or, like Parmenides, that the All is
One. He could only be certain now, so subtle and new were the
researches in logic, that even the standards of empirical science
were uncertain. Physicists seemed to be doubting their tried
formulas, and many scientists were saying that science itself
could not tell the truth about reality. He himself had too wide
an acquaintance with the literature and arts of the world not
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to know that there was much truth in them that was not
dreamed of in any modern scientific philosophy he knew any-
thing about.

Suppose for a moment he had the ear of the whole world,
he said to himself, he could not but wish to make his revelation
known to the vast listening human race. What was he to tell
them? He suspected that not only he, but most others, except
a few arrogant modern dialecticians, would be frightened nearly
to death. He was not one of those who felt in himself the abso-
lute truth, invented either by himself or borrowed from St.
Thomas or Kierkegaard or some other among the illustrious
dead. Our philosopher not only knew something about the vast
accumulations of modern knowledge; he knew a good deal, too,
that the early philosophers of Greece could not have known,
about all views of the world current since their day. He was
not only a philosopher, but, as the modern phrase runs, a gentle-
man and a scholar, and he had sufficient sympathy to realize
that each of the great classic thinkers had a portion of the truth;
that all, in their provincial accents, spoke something of the uni-
versal language of the spirit, and spoke fairly accurately about
some aspect of experience or nature.

What, then, was he to tell the general public? For our phi-
losopher was a kindly human being and a lonely one, and he
rould not bear to speak only to himself or to his fellow profes-
sionals. Could he go up on a mountain and speak to the multi-
tude, simply to tell them all the doubts which he had arrived
at instead of conclusions? That words are treacheries, even the
firmest words? He could see the looks of disappointment on
their faces turned upward for a revelation. That all philosophies
have some truth in them, that each has some window for the
soul? But from which window would one see the view that one
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had been seeking for—the wide and final vista of truth? That
there is much at the heart of things that cannot be translated
into discourse? But what was that to tell human beings already
overburdened with the weight and importunity of things too
confused, too heartbreaking, too brain-taxing, to be said? That
no single philosophy is salvation and that perhaps there is no
salvation at all? Nothing to go up on a mountain to announce,
nothing to tell a multitude who in their unaided hearts already
knew these things too well. Here was hardly anything cal-
culated to instigate mankind to a new idealism. Yet, how could
one go on feeding the public ideals that one knew in one’s self
to be illusions? To tell them all was vanity? They could get
that from people other than philosophers. They need not turn
to philosophers for that at all. They could borrow discourage-
ments from the tired, the defeated, and the cynical, numerous
enough in the world of ordinary men.

The trouble was (Plato saw it long ago) that it was no use to
attempt to'speak wisely until one, one’s self, was wise. But who
in the modern world could pretend to even the beginning of
wisdom, unless it were the Socratic discovery that wisdom is not
of man but of God, and man can only be a lover of wisdom?

Our philosopher was greatly distressed by all these doubts
and difhidences about his own profession. He came very near
deciding not to be a philosopher at all. If he had had manual
gifts, he would have liked to be a craftsman of some sort, some
honest workman making a clearly useful, a simply designed,
cabinet or tool; he would have liked to be a gardener planting
an ultimately visible garden. Or, since he was by nature an
intellectual man, he wished he might go into some realm of
knowledge where a man might know something precise and
definite, and become a respectable authority in some unmis-
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takable realm. A physicist or a chemist could find out things
that could be known, and he knew what he knew and when he
knew. Even historians, although they were, most of them, short
on ideas, could at least claim, with respect to some small area
of fact—say, a given county in New York State in the 1820’s—
to know whereof they spoke, and have documents to prove it.
What could a philosopher claim to know? And if wisdom was
his speciality, on what basis could he claim to be wise?

Our philosopher came very near abandoning his profession.
But he had some acquaintances in other professions, too, and he
came to realize that they were not in a much better case. Even
the scientists were in an unhappy situation. They were fright-
ened to death, and quite properly, at the consequences in hu-
man disaster of what they were finding out. And, since the
dawn of the theory of relativity, the securities of the physical
sciences, the old smug assumptions as to the nature of even
space and time, were gone. Nor was it possible any longer to tell
where one science, chemistry, ended and another, biology, be-
gan. It was even more impossible to tell how much of science
there was, or ever could be, in the so-called social sciences. For
these latter aped the methods and language of the physical
sciences, but with less security and less success. They succeeded
in not being literature without ever really becoming knowledge.

Nor was it any use deciding to be a practical man. Long pro-
fessional preoccupation with theory had.unfitted him for the
life of action. And our philosopher Had not been uncognizant
of the fact that the practical men, above all, had brought the
world into chaos; the short views had had the most fateful
long-term consequences, the realistic diplomats had written the
dossiers of disaster, and the practical men had not even ar-
ranged the world effectively for their own happiness. Philoso-
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phy might be in a parlous state, but it was clearly no worse off
than that of any other human enterprise. Had business, gov-
ernment, or education been more successful?

As our philosopher saw the bad state in which most human
activities found "themselves, he became, if not arrogant, at
least a little prouder of his own profession and a little less
modest about its possibilities. He was wrong, he decided, nearly
all modern philosophers were wrong, in being so bedazzled and
confused by the modern world. The modern world was com-
plicated enough, in all conscience, and so was the apparatus
and the methodology of knowledge. But surely philosophy had
become overscrupulous and overrefined and overfastidious.
The eye was a complex enough organ, but it was simple for the
undistracted and healthy eye to see. Had not thinkers a need to
seek anew the indispensable innocence of mind and simplicity
of heart? Not omniscience, but steadiness of vision, was re-
quired. It is possible to understand the whole without knowing
everything in detail. A while ago, he knew, there was a move-
ment called Critical Realism in philosophy. What philosophers
needed now was a return to naive realism. Philosophers live,
after all, in the same world in which other people live. They
might say, like Shylock, that they, too, bleed and suffer. They
could at least report what the world seems like and feels like,
how it impinges upon an absorbed intelligence unbribed by a
desire to believe what it wishes, or to convert, or to bedazzle.

Simple men, despite the complexity of the world in which
they lived, often have had a wonderfully steady sense of
things, of the ways of the universe. But men did not stay simple
long. They were distorted by the past they inherited, by their
uneasiness, their practical necessities, and the urgencies of
their passions. The philosopher could retain or recover the in-
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nocence of mind which men, unconfused, might all have. Just
as a poet restored to us the direct colors of the world, it was the
function of the philosopher to remind us of the basic simplici-
ties of things which prejudice and verbalism often obscured.
Our philosopher decided he would learn all he could from the
scientists and the practical men of the world and from artists
and from simple human beings in their daily doings. But he
would keep his own counsel and speak his own mind and
heart. And if he spoke with sufficient sincerity and followed the
lead of knowledge, he would speak the heart and mind of all
mankind.

The philosopher led from thenceforth a blameless and rela-
tively happy life. He spoke of first and last things and his own
mind was quieted and clarified—and, eventually, those of a
few others, pupils and friends. There was a good deal he had
to unlearn. What a sheaf of theories he had put between him-
self and the world! How much he had prevented himself from
having any knowledge or increasing it, by cutting his fingers
on the tools provided by the professional philosophers who
proved that knowledge was impossible altogether. How much
he had allowed himself to walk in daydream systems provided
by the somnambulists who imposed their fantasies upon
impressionable and wishful sages. He would have to become
like a child again, to see with his own eyes, hear with his own
ears, look at the world with his uncorrupted mind. He would
have to learn, not to make his wishes identical with the geogra-
phy of existence, or his hopes identical with the sometimes
unpalatable truth, but to see where his ideas had their origin
in life, and how they were verified in experience.

And, as for the language he would use to speak to others,
ultimate things, both first and last things, were simple, and if
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he spoke clearly and simply as some of the greatest philoso-
phers had spoken, he would not have to lapse into the jargon
of the schools. He might even use the language of myth and
poetry, because for some of the things he wished to say, par-
ticularly those concerning human values and human ideals,
no literal language was adequate to express them. These ideals
might have to be said in the vocabulary of drama and poetry.

The great world that came to read our philosopher was not
sure, therefore, that he was a philosopher at all! “He is a poet,”
said some, and in their voices was a touch of scon. “He is
merely speaking common sense,” said some, and turned away,
for this was much too banal to be classed as philosophy. “He is
perhaps on the road to wisdom,” said some, “for, though he
stammers a little, he is reading the script of nature, and one
feels a kinship of feeling in listening to what he says. He is
saying nothing new, nothing fantastic. He is saying what we
all are trying to say, since we are born into the same world
and live under the same sky. He says what we all should be
saying if we had not been misled by whimsical thinkers who
impose their private dreams on the public reality.”

And by the time our philosopher’s ideas were public property,
they scarcely seemed to be philosophical ideas at all. They were
everywhere regarded as the sanity of normal men awake in
daily existence. Our philosopher was seen to be merely a ma-
ture human being speaking to other mature human beings.
And as they understood him, they were all philosophers to-
gether.
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The Great Purgation:

A MORAL TALE PRESUMABLY
WRITTEN IN 2060

oBopY quite knew how it began, the movement that
N culminated some time about 1960, in the prohibition by
Constitutional Amendment of the teaching or study, the
writing or reading, of philosophy in the United States. For
some time the feeling against philosophy had been growing
in many parts of the country, and, for that matter, through-
out the world. But, as in many things, such as the production of
motorcars, movies, and atomic bombs, this country has always
been ‘notoriously in advance of the decadent and war-torn na-
tions of Europe, and the movement gained most headway here.
But the symptoms were world-wide, the causes universal, and
it was soon suggested that while philosophy had not been
abolished legally in France and England, at least some prog-
ress had been made in Russia, where only one philosophy,
that according to Marx, was allowed to be taught. Though not
actually forbidden in the Western democracies, what with the
wear and tear of war and the fatigue of the general population,

philosophical thought had languished. Where it survived at
57
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all, it existed only in the tepid controversies over purely tech-
nical questions discussed by tired elderly dons in the two old
English universities, and in some of the Scottish and French
ones. There were one or two highly literary causerie writers
who used philosophical terms and had a vogue among the café
cogitators in France. There were some importations of vague
mysticisms from the East. But even without legal interdict, it
was predicted that there would soon be as little philosophy
taught and studied, written and read and even understood, as
in the United States. In the latter country, as we shall see
in the sequel, the forbidden interest somehow, despite all legal
barriers, continued to exist.

It is quite easy now to understand, in the perspective of a
hundred years later, why the prejudice against philosophy (an
antipathy, as a matter of fact, as old as that against Socrates in
Athens) came to full flower. It was pointed out at the time that
the Second World War was a clash of ideologies. Obviously
behind each culture and each nation there was a different phi-
losophy. During the war it had seemed quite clear to many that
the Nazi philosophy of brute strength and ruthless amorality
and of the leviathan of the state had its origins in Hegel and
perhaps in Nietzsche. Once the war was over, it was at once
just as clearly seen that the true conflict lay not between
Germany and the democracies, but between the Russian com-
munist experiment and the liberal West. Philosophy, too, was
clearly seen to be the cause of the conflict. If Lenin had not
studied Marx, and if Marx had not studied Hegel and the
philosophers of the French revolution, there would have been
no revolutionary government with world-wide imperial ambi-
tions, no suppression of individual liberties in the interests of
a vast “classless” state. There would have been no dictatorship
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of the proletariat or of the bureaucracy that pretended to act for
it. Meanwhile, in the United States especially, it was seen
that a whole tradition of socialistic thinking (stemming partly
from the Fabians in England and from Shaw’s plays and his
philosophic prefaces), threatened to impose a social regimen-
tation on this country, too. Liberals and collectivists alike seri-
ously argued that all the evils of businegs cycles and unemploy-
ment came from the dominance of concepts of free enterprise
and laissez-faire that ultimately went back to the philosophy of
John Locke. A large tome had recently appeared in which John
Locke’s theory of knowledge was held to be the cause of the
failures of democracy in the United States.

Not only were the quarrels of various philosophies weaken-
ing to the sense of national unity: the percolation of philoso-
phies into private lives and the consequences in personal ma-
laise were becoming clear to the studious eye. Young men who
came to the colleges full of rock-ribbed middle-class niceties of
faith and respectabilities of morals returned home with all sorts
of strange and upsetting notions. The philosophies of two for-
eigners, Freud and Jung, filled the air and young minds and
hearts with all sorts of uneasiness about old scruples and new
scruples about old established follies. The loyalties, the de-
votions, the quiet and sometimes complacent convictions which
had built up America, were being called into question by self-
conscious young intellectuals who, so far from having faith in
their country, had no longer any faith even in themselves.
There were still other currents. Bright young writers were im-
porting strange doctrines from the East. It was pointed out
that the United States had been built up by men of action,
and as late as the Second World War, the miracle of produc-
tion in the arsenal of democracy had shown what the breed of
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men of action could still accomplish. But now the sons of ty-
coons were falling delighted prey to the gospel of inaction, of
leisure and of Buddhistic contemplation. With languid relish
they ate only lotus leaves. Families whose enterprise and
courage (and investments) had built up American civiliza-
tion were bathing in the exotic waters of the mysticism of the
Orient. Moreover, the ,logical tricks of the Occident also had
their adherents. Western thought, too, was ruining the young.
The colleges themselves had done so effective a job with philos-
ophy that at graduation time the dullest student able to get his
degree could recognize the failures in logic of the commence-
ment orators, including some of the most eminent benefactors
of the institution, and sometimes even the president of the
university itself.

The evil, moreover, had begun to spread far beyond the col-
leges. Radio commentators and war correspondents based their
comments concerning inflation, taxes, and procedures in gov-
ernment and business, on philosophies, some of them plainly
half-baked, and some of them clearly outmoded. A new book
on economics, of very considerable influence, presented, thinly
disguised, the antique ideas of Ricardo, and Herbert Spencer.
Or some fly-by-night notion of salvation by engineering would
reappear, and time and again there would be some new-
fangled revival of Auguste Comte and Positivism.

There were those who argued that philosophy itself was not
an evil, that it was simply the wrong philosophy that was the
trouble. But the more there was inquiry as to which was the
wrong, which the right, philosophy, the more unsettled every-
one became. The quarrels that used to be confined to profes-
sional philosophers in seminars now divided whole families,
and from Reno came word that divorces were being sought
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and granted where the husband was a pragmatist and the wife
a convinced antipragmatist. What made it far worse was the
wide diffusion of philosophical thought, or what at least had
the earmarks of it. Philosophy was discussed over the radio,
there were any number of cheap reprints of works on the most
advanced philosophical thought. Finally the general public
wearied of trying to decide which was the right philosophy,
and at last there was an organized movement, known as the
League for Common Sense, which began the campaign that
finally resulted in the Federal prohibition of philosophy in
America.

There was certainly plenty of material in opposition to
philosophy that could be quoted from the most classic sources.
It was pointed out what had happened to Athens, where
philosophy had been current to an unparalleled degree, and
how it had become necessary to execute Socrates (though a
little late, for his execution made him a martyr and philosophy
therefore a sacred cause). Greece began its decline just after
the great flowering of Athenian speculative thought, and the
slow disintegration of Rome might be said to have begun at pre-
cisely the moment when its higher classes, including at least one
emperor, Marcus Aurelius, began to be addicted to philoso-
phy. Progress stopped entirely during the Middle Ages, when
practically anyone who could read and write argued metaphysi-
cal issues, and when adult and learned men would seriously
debate all their lives whether universals were real or not—or, so
it was said, how many angels could stand on the point of a pin.
Francis Bacon, it was recalled, was arrested for bribery, and the
public was reminded that in the First World War, Bertrand
Russell, who at that time regarded any war as an unforgivable
evil, was convicted of promoting disaffection among the troops
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and was therefore sent to jail. Coming to very recent times,
the names of some eminent philosophers were attached to the
most scurrilously radical petitions. Philosophers were the first
to shout raucously for civil liberties, for the right of minorities
(to which some of them belonged), for better distribution of
wealth (which some of them badly needed). There was not a
single movement for social reform that was not abetted by some
contemporary thinker or other, and the sly scoundrels nearly
always cited some philosopher of the past. Communism was to
be found in the fourth book of Plato’s Republic, now studied in
every college in the country and even, three or four times a year,
discussed on some so-called public service or educational radio
program. Moreover, it had long been well known that a great
many philosophers were agnostic or irreligious, or, if religious,
that they espoused a religion so different from that generally
recognized as religion in America, and so unintelligible and
unattractive, that they might just as well have been atheists.
No, it was clear that philosophy must go. The support for the
antiphilosophy program naturally came from an ill-assorted
group. But some of the most ardent enthusiasts for its abolition
might have been guessed in advance. The Deep South had a
good many antiphilosophers, partly because, as southerners
pointed out, philosophy had always flourished in the North,
particularly in New England, and many unreconstructed rebels
felt that philosophy might really have caused the Civil War.
Isolationists from the Middle West had always felt a foreign
influence in higher thinking, and most philosophers, from
Grotius down, had been suggesting international leagues of
peace and all such dangerous internationalist nonsense. The
Catholic Church was rumored to be a solid block against philos-
ophy, except that it regarded Thomistic philosophy as a special
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case, since it was the servant of religion, the true religion. The
National Association of Manufacturers was against philosophy,
on the ground that the most disturbing elements in the labor
movement had come from crackpot theorists, many of them
professors. Some of the more old-fashioned labor leaders joined,
too, for they felt the labor movement itself was being riddled
with disturbing, basic critical ideas.

The scholars and thinkers in the universities for a long time
remained, as they had been before the Second World War,
singularly unperturbed. It was a movement of fanatics, they
said, a disease of the small-town mind. Philosophy had never
been popular, they said, and the intellect itself had always been
suspect in what was still in essence a pioneer country. Cer-
tainly in Faculty Clubs no one could take the movement against
metaphysics seriously. The barbs thrown by historians and sci-
entists against philosophy were regarded either as jokes or as the
pinpricks of the ignorant.

The campaign finally reached the floor of Congress; all sorts
of charges were hurled against philosophy: that it was too
vague, that it was too precise, that it was too irrelevant, that
it intruded too much into practical affairs. There was one mem-
ber of the Cabinet who had once, the record showed, been a
metaphysician. The familiar charges were leveled against
philosophers themselves. Sometimes they were accused of being
too starry-eyed and idealistic. The old saw was raked up about
Thales, the first recorded philosopher in early Greece—that
he had stepped into a well while looking at the stars. Recourse
was had even to fictional peccadillos of alleged professional
thinkers. The philosopher Square was dug out of Tom Jones—
the passage where he is caught in a compromising situation and
blandly points out that it has always been the special function
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of philosophers to distinguish between theory and practice. In
general it was alleged that philosophers talked very grandiosely
about moral ideals, but that in the ordinary relations of life
they were as narrow, greedy, lustful, and mendacious as any-
body else. The records of the divorce courts were cited in proof
of the fact that philosophers did not respect the marriage tie,
and studies were made of what happened to the children of
philosophers brought up from their earliest influences under
the sway, direct or indirect, of philosophy. Above all, the charge
was made that philosophy was at best useless. It became the
habit of the comic papers and of the conservative press to select
passages from the Journal of Philosophy in which philosophers
were shown to argue with each other interminably as to what
was the meaning of any of the most ordinary words, or as to
whether tables or chairs existed or not.

Psychiatrists pointed out how dangerous it was to confuse
people on the most simple issues of life. They said that by the
proper arguments you could make it impossible for people to
move one step forward, for Zeno had shown they would have
to move one-half that distance first and then one-half that
distance first, and so on, ad infinitum. Young people fell,
moreover, into the habit of imitating their teachers of phi-
losophy. They would argue endlessly over the most inconse-
quential abstractions. Philosophical works (some quite recent
ones, too) were cited to show that a steady diet of them would
render their readers unfit to write or even to speak the English
language. Furthermore, repetition of terms, so common in meta-
physical treatises, and the play with the nonexistent, were
verified as forms in which insanity began.

The antiphilosophy lobby had access to vast funds, and no-
hody quite knew where they came from. In accordance with
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the Hatch Act, the organizations which gave such monies had
to be listed, but by some kind of political skulduggery the
true donors were somehow hidden. It was said that various
churches were giving money on the ground that philosophy
was seducing the young from religion. Some young people had
been known to absent themselves from Sunday services to at-
tend Sunday seminars. The Republican party, then in power,
said that there had been serious disaffection from its ranks
among graduates of the more elite colleges. It was said also
that there was one millionaire who, in his youth having fancied
himself a philosopher, had not been able to buy himself either
a position or a degree, even from a backwoods graduate school
in a southern state known as the Cottonseed School of Philoso-
phy. This frustrated would-be professor had long plotted his
revenge. The Purgation was a wonderful chance to preven¢
anyone from being a philosopher.

The amendment was finally passed, though there was con-
siderable difficulty in framing it. For it turned out that the
boundaries of philosophy were very hard to draw. Where did it
begin and where did it end? The committee enlisted the aid
of a prominent advertising man who, seduced by a larger salary,
had deserted the university in which he had been a teacher, and
university life altogether. There were one or two professors
long secretly disaffected and badly in need of money—for it
was during an inflationary period and academic salaries no
longer sufficed for their growing families. One of these pro-
fessors had a theory that the population must increase. These
men, for a large sum, helped the attorneys for the committee
that framed the amendment.

It was easy enough to include in the abolition all the tradi-
tionally recognized parts of classic philosophy. These were for-
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bidden to be taught, discussed, written about in books, or
published. They included metaphysics, or the theory of being,
itself (the newspapers had a hard time explaining that to the
public), logic, the theory of knowledge, or epistemology, which
always had had a vaguely obscene sound to the semi-informed;
ethics, and aesthetics. The last-named, which had always been
associated with Oscar Wilde, naturally was suspect to the
moral leaders who supported the Purgation. It was decided,
out of necessity, to leave unspecified the degree of philosophy
which might be legally allowed to be present in other academic
fields, such as economics, for instance, or the traces of logic
or ethics or other similar abstractions in newspaper editorials
or in radio commentaries. It was even suggested that an exact
percentage of legitimate basic questions about first and last
things could be determined. Some proposed three and a half
per cent, reminding some of the older people of the kind of
beer current in an earlier Prohibition period, during which
more heady liquors than philosophy had been prohibited. It
was made clear that no courses, specifically so labeled, in phi-
losophy, no lecture or seminar or preceptorial group, could be
given in any college or high school or prep school or kinder-
garten, in some of the more advanced of which last-mentioned
the subject had, of late, been taught.

Professors of philosophy near the age of retirement were to
be retired forthwith with an annuity paid by the government.
All publishing of philosophical books was forbidden, and philo-
sophical libraries, for possible later research into the diseases
of the human spirit, were to be impounded.

Naturally, questions were raised as to freedom of speech
and teaching, but it was at once pointed out by reputable or-
gans of opinion that the democracies had once, during the
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Second World War, imperiled their own future by allowing all
sorts of poisons to be introduced into the body politic. After all,
there were food and drug acts, and control of opiates and nar-
cotics and stimulants. And was not a poison for the mind worse
than one for the body? and a poison for the body politic worst
of all?

Walter Lippmann, by this time the dean of all commentators,
devoted a series of five articles to the subject. He pointed out
with his usual cool clarity: “One must put first things first;
the safety and vigor of the Republic is at stake; civilizations in
the past, like those of Greece and Rome, were seriously weak-
ened by philosophy, etc., etc.” Nor did it detract from the force
of his arguments that in his own youth he had, for three years,
been assistant in philosophy to George Santayana at Harvard.

It was recognized on all sides that the move to abolish philoso-
phy by Federal law was a very drastic procedure. There were
warning voices raised, and from quite respectable quarters, too,
that sumptuary legislation, even for bodily goods, had never
been successful. There were vested interests, too, even in
philosophy; the textbook publishers, for instance, and the writ-
ers of syndicated columns on “Moral Guidance” that had re-
cently become popular. Even those most ardent supporters of
the Purgation felt that something should be done for the older
professors of the subject, who were clearly not convertible to
other uses. These had, for the most part, nothing but the most
general and often only the vaguest ideas, and it would be im-
possible to transfer them to teaching subjects where genuine
information was required. As for practical pursuits, the senior
professors were obviously quite hopeless at their age and with
their training. It had to be admitted that they had pursued

their profession in innocent good faith, most of them, quite
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unaware from the patent boredom of most of their students
that they had been doing any effective corruption of their
minds. And it was a notorious complaint in the philosophical
profession at official meetings that philosophy played little or
no role in the general course of American life. These men,
many of them, had grown old and gray in academic service, and,
what was more, they had contracts.

The government retirement allowances quieted the humane
protest raised on behalf of the older professors; the textbook
publishers received subsidies for ceasing the production of books
on philosophy, which benefit reminded some of the older gen-
eration of the days when the Federal government had paid
farmers money to plow under their crops, or to destroy them.

Younger instructors in philosophy were a special problem.
They were youthful enough to be re-educated, but it was difhi-
cult to be certain that they were bona fide free of philosophical
attachments. Some of their elders had, as a matter of fact, grown
blas¢, but these juniors, many of them quite ingenuous in their
enthusiasm, had displayed fanatic devotion to philosophy and
had been overheard telling their classes that it might save the
world where religion had failed, or that, even if it could not
save the world, it was at least the best thing possible to enjoy
in a ruined or hopeless civilization. More than one of them

quoted Milton’s

How charming is divine philosophy!
Not harsh and crabbed, as dull fools suppose.

The citation did not endear them to the opposition.

It was predicted that within a few years philosophical ideas
would be almost unknown in the United States. Undergradu-
ate courses were out, and in four years, a college generation,
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philosophy would no longer be even a legend. And those
breeding grounds of the poison, graduate schools, which had
been the proud boast of more than one famous university—
these, too, would shortly be a thing not even of memory.
The night before the Purgation, as it came to be called, was
official, there were little orgies of last flings in many parts of
the country. Into the amendment had been written the prohibi-
tion of meetings of more than four persons met expressly for
the discussion of philosophical questions. On the eve of the
Purgation there were many large philosophical parties given
at which Plato’s dialogues were read and passionately and
intensely discussed, for it was (or it was predicted that it
would be) the last time—certainly the last time openly—that
such parties could be held. There were some really disgraceful
debauches. At one famous graduate school of philosophy there
was an intense discussion of epistemology, one of the most
fiery anyone could remember, and by midnight, when such
discussion became illegal, it had grown flagrantly philosophical.
A policeman who had come in to warn that the Great Purga-
tion had begun, was convinced from the perfect unintelligibility
of what he heard that those present were in the very depths
of the intellectual vice which was, from this point, no longer
to flourish openly in the land. And such language as was being
used—a jargon that clearly sounded blasphemous or obscene!
The first day of the Purgation the newspapers of the coun-
try said, as they always do say, the appropriate things. The
New York Times observed that this was obviously the moment
for Americans to realize that they were trying a new and noble
experiment. They were going to live without the follies and
dangers of profound and ultimate thought. America was going
to be a model to the world of what democracy could accom-
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plish if it made up not its mind but its will. The era of basic
criticism, of fundamental querying analysis of all our institu-
tions, the epoch of large and dreamy ideas, the years of reckless
hypotheses, were over. Youth in the future in the colleges was
going to be taught, as used to be the case in the storied old
New England colleges, the fundamental virtues, the sturdy
old moralities, of American practice and of Christian truth.
Americans, it is true, were not accustomed to controls, but
they had put up with rationing during the war, and this was a
war also—a war against the depredations of intellectuals who
with ready tongues and sly minds assaulted or undermined the
solid and substantial sobrieties of the American tradition.

The Purgation had been scheduled to go into effect at the
very beginning of the academic year in September, so as to
make the transition standard and simple for all educational
institutions. Various colleges reported that there had been no
difficulties to speak of. Students who had registered the previous
spring for courses in philosophy were easily diverted into other
and more useful or innocent fields: cost accounting, banking
procedure, the Bible. There were a few malcontents, and some
of the more radical spirits at Harvard organized mass meetings,
at one of which a volume of Spinoza was displayed against a
black curtain of mourning.

It was surprising that even the liberal journals raised no
protest. The Nation-New Republic (the two had been merged
some years before) remarked editorially that liberals, too, must
change with the times. Philosophy might have seemed a bul-
wark of liberties once; it had now become a dissolvent of the
bonds of union among us. It was part of the outmoded individu-
alism of the nineteenth century, and the sooner it was for-
gotten, the better. The day of the eccentric individual mind
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—of mind itself—was over; now was the time for action, to-
gether. Shakespeare meant just that when he warned us against
the pale cast of thought.

Very soon the direst predictions as to the working of the
Purgation were proved to be not exaggerated. In the first place,
it was early seen, as shrewd constitutional lawyers had pre-
dicted, that the amendment, necessarily vaguely drawn, could
not possibly ensure the entire abolition of philosophy in the col-
leges and universities. The fact was that for the past generation
or two philosophical ideas, philosophical points of view, had
been seeping into other fields. There were courses in English
literature hardly distinguishable from courses in ethics or aes-
thetics. The economists, unknown to themselves, had for years
been doling out philosophies decked out or tricked out with sta-
tistics. There was even a general theory in economics as to why
statistics were the only way to understand our economic sys-
tem. And there were hypotheses, too, the business cycle theory,
for instance, that could hardly be distinguished from what was
taught by professors of political theory under the auspices of
departments of philosophy.

As for the schools of education which trained the teachers
who taught the children over the land, the legislators had quite
forgotten them. They had not known that the whole apparatus
of thinking and method in the teachers’ colleges was sprinkled
over or shot through with philosophical ideas. It is true that
these had been thinned out very considerably, and sometimes
were hardly recognizable. The great John Dewey once was
asked whether he thought one of the big teachers’ colleges was
not giving a grotesque parody of his ideas. He is said to have
replied: “I hope so.”

There were still other sources of infection. The better law
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schools were still giving, quite legally, courses that looked dan-
gerously like philosophical consideration of the law and its
meaning for civilization. Even the schools of business, which
might be presumed to be safest from anything vague, ideologi-
cal, and impractical, were teaching something called “the theory
of business enterprise.” Engineering institutes had long since
introduced training in the theory of human relations, for they
had discovered their graduates had to deal with men as well
as with machines.

In the undergraduate colleges the new vogue of courses in
the “great books” made a difficulty, too. It is true that most
of the so-called humanities courses treated works of philosophy
chiefly as works of literature. Plato, even though he was read
in English, was read for his style. But obviously the philo-
sophical classics, even though they were not allegedly read
for intellectual purposes, ought not to be read at all. And
all traces of the history of ideas and of current doctrines of
life and nature had to be left out of the courses in Contem-
porary Civilization. So, as it turned out, though there was
not a single course labeled philosophy in the curriculum of
any university, though graduate seminars and undergraduate
tutorials in the field had completely disappeared, it was per-
fectly clear to the knowing that philosophy could be and was
studied in other ways and by other names and by other pro-
fessors. And in many universities there was an unexpected
access of students of the more intellectual sort to a particularly
reflective anthropologist, to a professor of poetry who had ideas,
sometimes even to some rare historian who had not forgotten
the forest of general principles for the trees of fact.

Enforcement was more serious and more difficult still outside
the universities. There were newspaper editorials that had more
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than a tincture of philosophical reflections, even when they
were attacking philosophy. The great quarrel between those
who favored national sovereignty and power politics as over
against those who favored world government and world loyalty
brought up issues deeply involved in the whole tradition of
basic reflection on human destiny. The terrifying success of
the atomic bomb constantly caused people to reflect on the
wide gap between the technical mastery and the moral incom-
petence illustrated in what was commonly called human prog-
ress. Again, those who spoke with an easy glibness of the
chasm, wide and uncrossable, between Russia and ourselves
found themselves raising some of the most profound and ulti-
mate of questions about the purposes of government, the rights
of the individual, and the nature of human nature itself.

The century-old division between the East and West in feel-
ing and in modes of thought had caused to seep into ordinary
discussion questions of practicality versus detachment, intui-
tion versus analysis, the material versus the spiritual, time
versus eternity, the real versus the ideal.

Clergymen, in the days preceding the Purgation, if they were
trained at orthodox theological seminaries, had been exposed in
some degree to philosophy; and even if, attending more narrow
biblical institutes, they had never heard of it, echoes of the
great tradition found their way into their sermons and were
implicit in the texts they quoted. Shrewd and informed ob-
servers knew, for instance, that it was impossible to quote the
Gospel according to St. John without avowing the doctrines of
Plato, or St. Paul without breathing at points the very temper
and spirit of the old Greek and Roman Stoics. And Epicurus
himself might have written the Book of Ecclesiastes. On the
other hand, the most innocuous and banal commencement
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address by an eminently respectable Rotarian contained to the
sophisticated ear more than a trace of what in an earlier day
might have been called philosophy.

Government enforcement officers on the whole gave up
trying to put too nice a point upon it, and as long as there was
no explicit reference to specifically philosophical doctrines,
they were satisfied. They kept a careful eye, however, on
clergymen who had once been to a graduate school of philoso-
phy, or who had taken a combined degree in philosophy and
religion. And they watched, too, those physicians who, prac-
ticing what they called psychosomatic medicine, were often
clearly known to be using philosophy as a form of therapy.

It was rather easier to control the distribution of books al-
ready printed and to prevent the publication of philosophical
works, or even textbooks, in the field. The known stocks of
all publishers of volumes of this kind were destroyed by gov-
ernment order, and the plates of all such works melted down.
Some suspiciously reflective books of essays continued to be
published, and there was always the enigma of the first page
of The New Yorker. Many, including ex-professional philoso-
phers, insisted that there was no question whatever that that
famous page ought clearly to come under the ban. The Christ-
mas commentaries of Mark Sullivan, Dorothy Thompson,
and Anne O'Hare McCormick also came under suspicion, but
were allowed as usual on the ground that they were not, for
all the gravity of their tone, really dealing with philosophic
fundamentals. And no one even noticed that children’s books
like The Wind in the Willows were filled with moral ideas, and
that Alice in Wonderland, still very popular, was a whole
course in logic.

The purgation of discussion groups and radio forums offered



The Great Purgation 75

a problem somewhat similar to those posed by publications, and
the same delicate issues were raised. Such programs as “Invi-
tation to Learning” were compelled to omit the classics of the
history of philosophy, though there were those who thought
that Montaigne and Erasmus, though not technically philoso-
phers, were so close to wisdom that they really ought to have
been forbidden. The University of Chicago “Round Table,”
debating usually the more practical political and social prob-
lems, and not really getting down to the root issues, was allowed
to proceed. The government demanded scripts, however. One
could never tell when quite out of the blue, and without hav-
ing intended it, a member of the discussion panel might not
blurt out some ideas, sovereign, fresh, comprehensive. It had
happened twice in five years.

The hardest problem of control was, of course, private dis-
cussion. It was distinctly difficult to prove, when investigators
raided a private home, that the theme there being discussed
came under the ban. Sometimes a rather unlikely group of
serious-looking scholars said that they had just finished a bridge
game, and there was always a card table open and a few score
pads to prove the point. But what the investigators had just
been eavesdropping upon, something about mental substance
and material qualities, did not sound exactly like bridge post-
mortems. Still, it was impossible to prove it. If the recording
devices, sometimes previously installed in an apartment, showed
that God, freedom, and immortality had been discussed, it
was very hard indeed to demonstrate that that was philosophy
rather than religion. It was only when some explicitly technical
treatise was found on the premises, and when there was a
stenographic report showing that the discussion was such as
might once have taken place at meetings of the now-defunct
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American Philosophical Association, that the government had
a good case. What was more, the investigators knew by bitter
experience that they had to have a very good case. For one
thing, it was known that some of the Federal judges had in
their youth been openly sympathetic to philosophy. One of
them had been used in the old days to invite eminent philoso-
phers to dine at his house for the express purpose of discussing
the nature of things with them, “picking their brains,” he called
it. And his own decisions had often in the free past been used
as happy illustrations in courses in logic and introduction to
philosophy. This jurist had lately been known to laugh out
loud and dismiss a case for lack of evidence, and to murmur
contemptuously at some of the quotations brought in as evi-
dence by the enforcement officers: “So that’s what they think
is philosophy nowadays!”

That there should have been bootlegging in the forbidden
books goes without saying. It was rumored that a second-hand
copy of one of Plato’s Dialogues had brought five hundred dol-
lars. There were bookshops dealing in esoterica that made small
fortunes out of badly printed reprints of David Hume and John
Stuart Mill. Even novels that some reviewer suggested con-
tained general notions about life would zoom into popularity.
Luckily such books seldom got into the movies, so there was
one problem less for the harried government watchdogs. But
the problem was serious enough, in all conscience. Loads of
metaphysical works and works of moral philosophy were time
and again highjacked on the way to New York from the caches
on Long Island in which they were concealed. Everyone knew
that some of those most virulent in their campaign against
philosophy were secretly addicted to it and patronized the boot-
leggers. And the tourist trade to South America was augmented
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by those who went to Argentina and Colombia, where these
ideas were said to flourish and to be available cheap and by
the carload, and where every busboy could carry on a discus-
sion with logic and precision on the deepest of moral themes,
and waiters chatted amiably about Aristotle.

Meanwhile, it was pointed out that the Purgation had not
improved the morals of our young people; it was shown that
young men and women who used to discuss first and last things
quietly and openly were now doing it furtively, in corners and
in whispers. And young men who ordinarily might have dis-
cussed philosophy mildly and read it only occasionally, now
talked about it intensely and read it nightly till dawn.

But the advocates of Purgation were, on the whole, satisfied.
Philosophy, at least officially, was dead.

Within a decade, so the records show, there began to be a
revulsion. It was noted that there was a great paucity of moral
leadership and intellectual initiative in the country. One
corporation executive complained that the young men who
came to them from the colleges were earnest and polite and
conscientious enough, but that they seemed to want someone
else to do their thinking for them. He had not come across one
young man with an idea in his head in a decade. On the other
hand, congregations began to droop as they heard the old
conventional platitudes doled out week after week. Even the
big city churches whose prestige and salary could command
the spiritual best the ministry had to offer, could find no one.
The radio preachers on a national network, who had been the
great middlemen of ideas, now had nothing whatever to say, and
to save them embarrassment the radio companies reduced the
“Church of the Air” from a half hour to fifteen minutes. In
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politics, the national leaders had degenerated so that to call
them leaders at all was patently an abuse of the term. One
began to hear repeated the quotation: “Where there is no
vision the people perish,” and since the quotation was from a
religious source, no government agent objected. There was
clearly no vision in business or education or art or science.
Everyone felt that the country was going through a species of
dog days, a perpetual hot and windless August without a breath
of a new idea, without ever a west wind of the spirit. Ordinary
conversation had become almost unbearably banal, minus any
trace of initiative, of sharp and questioning query, of a flare
of wit. Everyone seemed vaguely to feel that life had become
a perpetual drowse of habit and stereotype.

Meanwhile, Americans coming back from abroad reported
with enthusiasm the liveliness, the freshness, of other peoples
all over the globe. They spoke of new concepts stirring, new
modes in art and architecture, new experiments in social or-
ganization and adult education. Returning travelers made the
eyes of stay-at-homes gleam longingly as they told of the ex-
citement of conversation, books, concerts, and exhibitions in
foreign cities. The utter emptiness of talk at cocktail parties
and dinners at home had become notorious. One could pass the
whole evening in the company of the most eminent and not
hear from anyone present even the borrowed ghost of a notion.

Naturally, at the ports of entry the customs officers tried
very hard, and with reasonable success, to prevent philosophical
literature from entering the country. It was not as easy to
prevent ideas from coming in (foreign ideologies, as they were
called), because these came quietly inside people’s heads. Even
those notions were suspect that came from England, where all
our own democratic axioms had been born. For a time it was
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proposed to have an oral interview given to each returning
citizen, but the scheme was considered too elaborate. More-
over, not enough immigration officials could be found any
more who had had enough training in philosophical ideas to
identify one if they heard it.

What was true in politics and in society in general was true
in all the arts. Not a single fertilizing notion had animated
plays or novels in a generation, and the same was true of music
and of painting.

Foreigners who had not been to the United States in many
years could hardiy believe their eyes. “Your country,” they
said, “was once the dynamic and inventive leader of the world.
But even in mechanical invention every country in the world
is now ahead of you.” It was true. For the research departments
of the great electrical and chemical companies had long since
abandoned these divisions for fear the government would find
out—which was true—that many of their most eminent scien-
tists spent half their time on basic hypotheses in the physical
sciences. Since basic research had been abandoned, inventions
had gone with them.

In education, too, as the visiting foreigners pointed out, it
was the same story. Teachers droned on in the traditional way,
pupils went through the familiar motions, but the living and
progressive temper that had animated education in this coun-
try for a generation had utterly gone. The colleges, too, had
once been a ferment of experiment and change, and much of
the dead wood of generations past had been swept away when
educators began to ask themselves what were their ends and
what were their means, and what were the relationships of
these to one another. But the colleges now were like small,
hidebound, inbred little cathedral towns in England. Few pro-
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fessors ever had a fresh idea, and deans and presidents never.

There were similar depressing phenomena in other fields.
Everyone had remarked how, during the first decades of the
twentieth century, in medicine, especially in the field of what
was called psychosomatics—those diseases that lie somewhere
between body and soul—there had been most fruitful healing
developments, and that it was precisely men with leading ideas
like Freud and Jung who were responsible. And in the subtle
and complex realms of biophysics and biochemistry, it was the
men of commanding concepts, of wide and dominant themes,
who had opened up new vistas and made possible undreamed-
of achievement. But for ten years now there had been a dead
calm