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rnost Gellner’s “Reflections on PhiIoso- E phy, Especially in America” in the June 
\Vorldt;ictc; contains so many perceptive and chal- 
lenging statements that it merits a reply. It is also 
sulficiently confused and dubious in its conclusions 
as to require criticism. As :I teacher of philosophy 
for over two decades, 1 am concerned about philoso- 
phy’s role in contcmporary arid national life, and 
lierice I am stimulated to make the following points. 

What is thc essence of Professor Gellner’s assess- 
ment? 

1. Gellner claims that professional philosophers 
in America simply exert no influence at all in Ameri- 
ciin society. 

2. At othcr times Gellner says that thcrc arc no 
“great,” no creative philosophers who are making a 
significant impact on American academic lifc. With 
irony he cites’ Willard Van O m a n  Quine, Noam 
Chomsky and Thomas Kuhn as possibly “creative,” 
but brushes thcm off as outside the field of “formal” 
philosophy-though why logic is outside is incom- 
preliensi1)lc. 

3. According to Gcllner, the single occasion on 
which Ai~!ericaii philosophy uus creative, influential 
and “distinctively American” was in the person of 
Williilm James and in the period which witnessed 
the dcvelopmcnt of pragmatism. 

Why has philosophy in America lieen such a miser- 
ihle failure according to Gellner? His explanation 
strikes one a s  ambiguous and of doubtful merit. 

The failure “must” be sought, he says, “in two 
arcas: onc!, the general terms of reference of philo- 
sophic thought in the modern world, and two, the 
specific institutional iind ideological milieu of North 
America.” 
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The first area comprises the regrettable switch 
from the outlook’of Plato to that of the modem 
world, i.e., from the joining of rigor of method with 
the importance of the issues involved (Plato) to the 
modem separation of precision in trivialities to iimhi- 
guity or lack of interest in important matters. What 
caused this shift? According to Gcllncr it was the 
individualism produced by the “Protestant-Cartesian 
cognitive cthic: Relief and opinion are to be judged 
hefore the bar of the individual conscience or con- 
sciousness.” 

If one asks what’s so wrong with that claim, Gell- 
Iier answers that it is implausible. Why? Because 
“the individual docs not any longer have the illusion 
that he could possibly pass judgment on all the mat- 
ters of bclief which fonn the back cloth of his life.” 
Quoting Thomas Kuhn, Gellner concludes that “the 
individual is not really a cognitive unit at all” but 
is the product of a community, and further, that it 
is in proportion as it is a community cffort that 
serious cognition is precise, effective, and non-con- 
tinuous “with daily life.” The upshot of this claim 
is that contemporary man-presumably the, American 
is the paradigm case-tries to be “a Protcstant-in- 
dividualist in a society whose cognitive procedures 
are collective, technical, and non-individual.” 

The second half of Gellner’s explanation about 
why American professional philosophy is so unin- 
spired, unimpressive and sterile is that it is “heavily 
professionalized.” Its very technicality renders it in- 
capable of dealing with “personal” and “ultimate” 
issues; it suffers from “a regrettable dependency on 
foreign models [and] an absence of local roots.” 

The educated public and cspccially professional 
philosophers arc entitled to ask two questions about 
this pessimistic assessment of philosophy in America: 
First, is it accurate? Second, does this “explanation” 
really explain? 

Concerning the accuracy of the description, any 
careful study of philosophy in America surely will 
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both agree and seriously disagrce with that descrip- 
tion. 

the era of William James wus a creative period. In 
spite of James’s modcst disclaimer-that his was 
merely a new name for some old wiiys of thinking- 
in his writing pragmatism clearly took an original 
and clearly identifiable shape. It is equally clear that 
it exerted an enormous influence, both in America 
and, to a lesser cxtent and because of regrcttablc 
misinterpetations lcading to thc view that it was 
superficial, in Europe. Still further, James’s pragma- 
tism was authentically American. Horace Kallen 
wrote: “Men celebrilte James not mercly as the 
grcatcst American philosopher, but as the great 
philosopher of America,” Littlc wonder, for James 
combined to a remarkable degrce the constructivc 
spirit of the scientific method and the creative spirit 
of Americanism. Here, however, agreement with 
Gellner‘s description ends. Why? 

First, BS to agrccment. It is beyond dispute that 1 

or one thing, can we accurately say that F James is the only philosopher and prag- 
matism the only philosophy, in America’s short his- 
tory, to exert n significant influence or to cstablish 
a distinctive position and school of thought? Hardly, 
for at least three other ci1SeS come to mind. Con- 
sider John Dewey and his instrumentalism. Dewey’s 
instrumentalism is not the same as James’s pragma- 
tism in spite of striking similarities. James’s thought 
came out of the soil of biology and the thought- 
patterns of a later generation. The key concepts in 
James’s philosophy arc purpose, effort in a melio- 
ristic world and the will or right to believe. The 
operating concepts in Dewey’s philosophy are ex- 
perience and experiment, the scientific method of 
thinking and universal education for democracy. 

No documentation is necessary for the claim that 
Dcweyb instrumentalkm exerted profound and 
worldwide influence in the central philosophical 
areas of cpistemology, metaphysics, logic, cthics, 
acsthctics and political philosophy, as well as in the 
philosophy of rcligion and education. Dewcy, in 
ways and in an era quite different from James’s, 
lived long enough to see his instrumentalism at work 
in the cincrging metropolis and in a new, typically 
American technological society. In the first half of 
this ccntury Dewey was tho American philosopher 
as Jamcs was a gcneration earlier. As John E. Smith 
writes: “, . . his thought was a moving force in, 
and a reflected image of, much that was at the center 
of American life up to the end of the Second World 
War.” To fail to see Dewey and instrumentalism as 
a unique, typically American and highly influential 
philosophy is seriously to misread the history of 
American philosophy. 

There are two more products of American philoso- 
phy which one dare not ignore. One is the school 
of American realism which emerged from idealism, 
pragmatism, evolutionism and experimentalism. 

Evcn Europeans were aware of thc call of Walt 
Whitman to cease imitating thc British, Frcnch and 
German ways of thinking and living, and to sing thc 
song of America in its own idiom. This Ralph Barton 
Perry, William Pepperell Montague, Edwin H. Holt, 
Walter n. Pitkin and E.G. Spaulding-to name but 
five of the philosophers who produced “The Program 
and First Platform of Six Realists”-did in thcir 
fashion. That fashion stressed objectivism, behavior- 
ism and anti-idealism in i1n American w a y  clcarly 
different from Europcan thought-patterns and 
schools. To ignorc this variety of realism is to. miss 
n special brand of American philosophy. That it. was 
often dull and that it fairly quickly ran its course 
is not to say that it was neither uniquely American, 
nor that it had no influence on philosophy in general. 

Still a third way of philosophizing which utilizes 
dements indigenous to the American scene is con- 
temporary process philosophy. This began with Al- 
fred North Wliitchead and has flowered in the writ- 
ing: of Charles Hartshomc and an cmerging school 
of philosophy. Granted that Alfrcd North Whitchcad 
was British by birth; his life and his philosophy un- 
folded at Harvard (an intcresting reversal of Hcnry 
James’s living and working in England). But surcly 
there is a high dcgrec of originality in the process 
philosophy; it has generated h t h  specific insights 
arid a distinctive point of view. Moreover, its in- 
fluence is increasing, as is evidenced by the projwted 
Journtil of Proccss Philosophy. 

ow to broader considerations. Thc ex- N planation of American philosophy’s 
failure, although intriguing and central to Gellner’s 
essay, is so ambiguous thilt one is challenged to try 
to identify his argument. At least three confusions 
seem to me to need clarification. 

The first has to do with cognition. W e  are in- 
formed that “cognition is not an individual business 
at all” and that “the individual is not really a cogni- 
tive unit at all.” Why? Because “knowledge works 
only through ‘paradigms,’ whose carriers are not 
individuals but communities,” and “to enjoy [a para- 
digm], and to live in it, you need a community.” 
Tlic point of thesc suspiciously general assertions 
appears at first to he this: Thc really “serious” cogni- 
tion occurs in the collective, technical and non- 
individual contexts of science and, technology, and 
what is left to the individual is to decide what to do 
with his scx life, his leisure and the decisions mi& 
in “daily life and its personal relationships.” Further, 
the cognitions of the first group clearly have a prcs- 
tige the latter lack because they are made by spc- 
cialists who have “high criteria of effectiveness.” 

nut thcre iire several objections to this interpreta- 
tion of cognition. One: Gellner contradicts himself 
in holding ( a )  that all cognition is collective, that 
“the individual is not a cognitive unit at illl,” and 
(b) that it is the serious, scientific cognition of the 
specialists, working as collectives, which is cognitive, 
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the cognitions of individuals which is fuzzy and lack- 
ing in clear criteria and effectiveness. Both cannot 
be true, though both may be false. Most philosophers 
would be inclined to say that cognition may very 
well occur in “think tanks” when a dozen specialists 
tocklc i1 single problem, but there is little evidence 
that the quality of cognition or the solutions dis- 
covered are of a sounder or more important nature 
than those achieved by the individual thinker. 

Two: if it is argucd that the individual is helpless 
to engage in serious cognition bccause he is subject 
to forccis exerted by the social milieu, then Gellner 
has not explained anything, he has made three 
doul)ttul assertions. (1) Gellner, Kuhn and others 
may argue that cognition-even scientific cognition!- 
is socially dctcrmined or even determincd b y  whim, 
but this is patcntly false, a s  Israel Scheffler and 
others h : w  shown. If science werc as subjective as 
Kuhn implies, the roles of logic and objective evi- 
dence would be nonexistent, and we would have, 
not cognition, but futile shouting about preferences 
and tilstes. ( 2 )  No argument has been given, no evi- 
dence cited, to show that inditkfuds are not cogni- 
tive agents. From Plato to Quine, epistemologists 
hil\fc! wrestled with the question of how one arrives 
at kriowlcdge :is distinct from belief; they have 
ilgreld with Plato that thoroughgoing skepticism is 
self-contradictory. (Where, by the way, does Gell- 
IICT’S dcniid of individual cognition lcave him and 
his argiimcnt?) (3) 13ut I suspect that Gellner really 
means somcthing else, i.e., that the individual is 
today so much a part of immensely complex social 
and political collcctivities that he is incapable either 
of deciding what is tnic or false “on his own” or of 
exerting any effective influence on the thought and 
life of il nation, if he did think he knew the truth 
of tlic mattcr. Now this is either trivial or false in 
exaggcration, or both. I t  is trivial in that no individ- 
uill thinker, however innovative and original, denies 
his dependence upon his fellow thinkers. Einstein’s 
stilt(:mc]lt comes to mind: “Many times a diy I 
realize how much my outer and inncr life is built 
iipon the Iiibors of my fellowmen, both living and 
dc:id.” If onc is told, “Oh, but that isn’t the point. 
What is mcant is that powers beyond the individual 
determine true and false beliefs today,” then one 
rnust flatly deny the claim. What is true and what is 
fnlsc is determined hy the el;idence. “True” versus 
“false,” on the one hand, and knowledge as distinct 
from Iiclichf, on the other hand, is whilt is nt issue 
I i c w .  All kinds of powers may lie at work, but the 
questions, “What is the cause of cancer?” or, “What 
midc the USSR supcrsonic plane explode at the 
1973 h i s  Air Show?” are questions to be answcred 
I)y individuals and/or groups drawing valid conclu- 
sions in thc light of all the facts. 
Thc third confusion is Gcllner’s obscure talk about 

par:idigms, quoted above. This leads him to the 
erroneous denial of individual cognition becausc (a )  
it wavers between the notion of paradigm-which, 

significantly, he puts in quotation marks-as a prime 
example or model, on the onc hand, and a world- 
view, on the other hand, and (b) it is based upon 
the false Kuhnian assumption concerning the choice 
and use of paradigms as worldviews. The point, 
further, is not to “enjoy” a paradigm but to assess 
its explanatory power, and this takes us back to the 
brute facts with which all cognition must deal. 

11 any assessment of, or any prescription I for, the role of philosophy in American 
life, one distinction which must be made is between 
the criterion of originality and creativeness, on the 
one hand, i d  influence and “service,” on the other 
hind. Of course it is to be hoped that both will be 
present in the doing of philosophy, though admitted- 
ly they rarely are, either in a particular philosopher 
or in the entcrprise of philosophy as a study. 

It has been said-so often, in fact, that the humor 
is lost-that major philosophical ideas, systems and 
ilpproaches originate in Europe and die a generation 
or so later in America. Unfortunately, Europeans 
generally had and still have this condescending no- 
tion. Further, this attitude explains why, in the first 
two centuries of United States history, very few 
European scholars had heard of, much less bothered 
to scrutinize, the work of more than two or three 
American philosophers. Had they been given a test, 
they would have been hard pressed to name three 
of four Amcrican philosophers, and courses on Amer- 
ican philosophy simply did not-and still do not, 
with rare exceptions-exist on the European scene. I 
have tried to show, albeit too briefly, that even a 
friendly contemporary British professor (of sociol- 
ogy! ), Ernest Gcllncr, can badly misread the story 
so far as distinctiveness and originality arc con- 
cerned. 

But what of this judgment concerning philoso- 
phy’s lack of influence? Gellner writes: 

. , . if the sevcral thousands or more of profcs- 
sional philosophers in America were all assembled 
in one place and a small nuclear device were 
detonated over them, Amcrican society would re- 
milin totally unaffected. 

This surely is ambiguous and reckless. It is am- 
biguous because no criteria are even mentioned in 
light of which onc could confirm or falsify his con- 
clusion. It is rccklcss becausc thc judgment fails to 
take into account the indirect and subtle as well as 
the direct and visiblc influence cxerted, and the serv- 
ices performed, by teachers of philosophy. It may 
be that the whole membership of the American 
Philosophical Association is deluded into thinking 
that it accomplishes anything constructive in the 
thousands, not dozens, of courses in Introduction 
to Philosophy, in Logic and in Ethics given every 
semester in American colleges and universities. I cite 
only three of the customary lower division courses 
taken by students, most of whom will never be ma- 
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jors in philosophy. Have these courses accomplished 
nothing in their effort to teach studcnts how to think 
critically and constructively? Maybe they have not, 
perhaps they are a total waste, but the burden of 
proof would seem to rest on the person making the 
claim. On the contrary, I am more impressed with 
the statement of author Thomas Wolfe, who wrote 
of his professor of philosophy: 

He was a great teacher, and what he did for us, 
and for others before us for fifty years, was not 
to give us his “philosophy”-but to communicate 
to us his own alertness, his originality, his power 
to think. He was a vital force because he supplied 
to many of us, for the first time in our lives, the 
inspiration of a questioning intelligence. He taught 
us not to be afraid to think, to question; he taught 
us to examine critically the most sacrosanct of 
our native prcjudices and superstitions. 

I think this statement could be matched by similar 
ones from influential Americans in all of the major 
professions. 

ithout doubt, it is difficult to characterize W and dangerous to assess philosophy in 
Amcrica today. Several characteristics are as plain 
as the proverbial nose on one’s face, however. 

Philosophy has bccomc highly-perhaps deplora- 
bly-professionalized, as Gellner alleges. Becoming 
morc and more technical and specialized as well- 
Gellner does not bother to distinguish between the 
two-it suffers from a doubly troublesome disease. 
On the one hiand, philosophers whose area of spe- 
cialization is highly rcfined-symbolic logic is a 
prime example-write papers which are totally in- 
comprehensible and worse than uninteresting even 
to their fellow philosophers. On the other hand, the 
whole enterprise is looked uon as “irrelevant” to 
anyone but the specialist in a restricted field, cer- 
tainly ncither comprehensible nor interesting, as it 
once was, to the average educated “doctor, lawyer, 
merchant, chief.” An unfortunate by-product of this 
excessive professionalization of philosophy is that 
the typical young Ph.D. in philosophy, assuming his 
initial position, takes several years to “come down 
to earth” and learn to communicate with typical 
sophomores on issues and in language that are mean- 
ingful and intriguing. Instead, the young teacher 
and the avalanche of anthologies in philosophy en- 
gage in characteristically graduate school philosophi- 
cal infighting. Ethics furnishes a splcndid example: 
With daily conversation and the TV diet filled with 
hot ethical issues-abortion, capital punishment, eu- 
thanasia, morals-in-govemment-the college and uni- 
versity student is lectured to about metaethics and 
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types of axiomatic systems; no one deigns to discuss 
normative ethics. 

In spitc of the above, even this “profcssional” 
philosophy is thriving, not dying, in American col- 
leges and universities. Departments grow, class sizes 
increase not mercly because of the birth rate, and, 
the philosophical virus having once gotten into the 
system, graduate students flood the market seeking 
the proportionately few positions that cxist. Further, 
an interesting phenomenon has begun to occur re- 
cently, namely, the swing of considerable numbers 
of students sway from concentrations in psychology, 
sociology, political science, in short, from the social 
sciences, where allegedly “the action is,” to philoso- 
phy. Apparently it is dawning on increasing numbers 
of students that the significant shapers of tomorrow 
are the Arthur Goldbcrgs, Martin Luther Kings, Jr., 
ct al., who disciplined their minds and developcd 
their philosophies through the study of philosophy. 

The Gcllncrs of today, however, will tell us that 
the basic sickness of philosophy is its lack of “local 
roots” and failurc to concern itself with life’s deeper 
and perennial issucs. Alas, there is enough truth in 
the allegation to lead one to speculate on the causes. 
And here one comes upon a curious and discourag- 
ing feature of contcmporary American philosophy. 
It is dominated by two schools, neither of thcm in- 
digenous to America, both of which look with dis- 
dain bordering on contempt on the other: existential- 
ism and linguistic analysis. The existentialists, at 
first attracting wide interest because of their pre- 
sumed concern with life’s deeper questions, usually 
cnd up tuming readers away by their polysyllabic, 
teutonic verbosity, saying one is never quite sure 
what, but in oh such a profound tone, The Heideg- 
gcrs, Jaspers, Sartres thunder on, produce 1,000-page 
tomes, but usually leave thc critical student bored 
and disappointed. Meanwhile, the analysts increas- 
ingly pick away at the kinds and uses of language, 
and woe to the critic who hints that clarification is 
not tho aim of philosophy. The point, of course, is 
that the battlc line is drawn at the wrong place. 
Philosophy, in fact, began with Socrates and Plato 
trying to analyze the conccpts of justice, couragc, 
love and the like. In varying measure and with widc- 
ly different degrees of success, philosophy has been 
engaged in the task of clarification for morc than 
2,500 years. Rut, as H.H. Price aptly put it, “clarity 
is not enough.” Philosophy is not likely to win the 
interest and exert the influence of which it is capable 
until it is willing to wrestle with the questions of 
truth, goodness and beauty in personal and social 
life and to apply its critical and imaginative skills 
to thc worldwide and urgent political, cconomic and 
social issues of the day, 


