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Daniel J. Wilson. Arthur O. Lovejoy and the Quest for Intelligibility. Chapel  Hill: Univer- 
sity o f  Nor th  Carolina Press, 198o. Pp. xvii + 248. $18.oo. 

In the Preface, Daniel Wilson writes, "The  questions a b iographer  needs to ask about  
a soldier, or  a politician, or  even a novelist are  quite di f ferent  from those that must  
be asked about  a phi losopher"  (p. xii). Al though he does not specify what questions 
he has in mind, it is certainly true that the b iography of  a phi losopher  or  any o ther  
scholar and th inke r - -whose  life is taken up with ideas, research, and the construct ion 
of  theor ies - -poses  pecul iar  problems.  Despite the prevalent  fashion in Anglo-Amer i -  
can philosophical  writing, a phi losophy is not simply a set of  proposi t ions whose 
logical relations e i ther  do or  do  not stand up to careful  analysis. The  a rguments  that 
phi losophers  construct  and the conclusions they defend  are stated in terms and 
respond to problems that are at least partly de t e rmined  by political and cultural  as 
well as by personal  circumstances.  To unders tand  a phi losopher ,  there tore ,  requires 
both a broad  under s t and ing  of  the intellectual context  in which the subject worked 
and a narrow unders tand ing  of  the meanings o f  crucial terms the subject used. As 
much as I enjoyed reading  the biographical  informat ion that Wilson has collected 
here, I think the book is seriously flawed both in its presentat ion of  the historical 
context and  in the conceptual  precision of  its analysis. 

Wilson describes his book as a " b i o g r a p h y . . .  an a t tempt  to trace the personal  and 
intellectual roots o f  Lovejoy's devotion to rational scholarship and to outline the devel- 
opment  of  his religious beliefs, his philosophical  positions, his historical studies, and 
his social and political activism," (p. xii). The  book's overall s t ructure is biographical  in 
the strict sense. Chap te r  I deals with his family and unsett l ing early life, his under-  
graduate  educat ion at the University of  California, Berkeley, and gradua te  educat ion 
at Harvard ,  his decision (on James 's  advice!) not to seek a Ph.D., and how he got his 
first job,  as the ent ire  phi losophy depa r tmen t  at Stanford.  I was especially cha rmed  to 
learn that  James  d issuaded Lovejoy from the Ph.D. on the grounds  that  such work 
killed creativity and only served to create and perpe tua te  an intellectual 61ite. Chapters  
two through  fi)ur discuss his philosophical  deve lopment  from 1895 to 19 lo, as well as 
his resignation from Stanford in a dispute  over  academic f reedom,  his next  j ob  as 
(once again) the entire phi losophy depar tment ,  this t ime at Washington University in 
St. Louis, and  his eventual  move to Johns  Hopkins.  Chap te r  five, covering 191o 
through  19~o, presents  the unedifying spectacle of  Lovejoy's cont inuing defense of  
academic f reedom and his involvement in the founding  of  the A. A. U. P. contras ted 
with his rabid suppor t  of  U.S. entry into World  War  I, his opposi t ion to conscientious 
objection, and defense of  the government ' s  r ight  to limit academic f reedom dur ing  
wartime (e.g., to fire teachers who had only been indicted for civil disobedience).  
Chapters  six and seven deal  with the twenties and  the heyday of  Lovejoy's history o f  
ideas work and its connection to his more  strictly philosophical  theories. Chap te r  eight  
( 193o-  t 962) treats his re t i rement ,  the founding  of  the Journal of the History of Ideas, his 
government  work dur ing  the Second World  War,  and the intellectual isolation o f  his 
last years. It is unfor tuna te  that this story-line is b roken  up by long analyses of  particu- 
lar texts that are often little more  than careful  resumes of  Lovejoy's arguments .  

But the book has, as I have suggested, two problems that are more serious. The  
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first is the inadequacy of  its historical setting. Wilson often mentions Lovcjoy's 
teachers, especially Howison, James,  and Royce. But only Howison's philosophical  
position is ever expla ined at all carefully; and Howison is the only teacher  to whose 
position Wilson relates Lovejoy's views as they developed through  his life. William 
James,  also Lovejoy's teacher  and surely a more widely influential phi losopher  than 
Howison, John  Dewey, a f r iend and opponen t  for many years, and the ent ire  Ameri-  
can pragmat ic  movement  are only ment ioned,  a l luded to from time to time. As a 
result, the book gives little sense o f  the American intellectual and philosophical  world 
in which Lovejoy was educated,  taught,  and wrote. And  there is even less discussion 
of  the influence European  phi losophers  might  have had. The  mention of  F. H. 
Bradley (p. 58) suggests that Lovejoy was at least aware of  absolute idealism in 
England;  and this, in turn,  suggests the influence of  German  Idealism that is also 
hinted at by the use of  the term Zeitgeist (p. 154 ) and ment ion of  Wilhelm Windel-  
band as a source o f  Lovejoy's notion of  "unit  ideas;' (Ch. VIII ,  n. 16). Certainly the 
history of  ideas as a field owes something to Hegelian modes of  thought;  but we are 
never told whether  or  how Lovejoy may have been affected by Hegelianism or  even 
whether  he ever read  Hegel.  Leaving out the general  intellectual milieu, as Wilson 
does, creates the impression that Lovejoy was the only really original phi losopher  of  
the t ime or  that he developed his ideas a l together  on his own, s truggling with Howi- 
son's idealism and his father 's  evangelicism. But if that is Wilson's o p i n i o n - - a n d  even 
if it is t r ue - - such  a claim must be substantiated by present ing Lovejoy's ideas within a 
thorough  picture of  the intellectual world of  the time. 

T h e  failure to  provide an adequate  historical context for Lovejoy's ideas may 
simply be an example  of  what I consider  the book's second major problem: a kind of  
philosophical  na'ivet6 in the use of  terms such as "thought ,"  "reason," and "intelli- 
gence." These  are  recur ren t  features of  philosophic discourse, terms whose meanings 
are continually being debated,  ra ther  than special, technical terms belonging to one 
per iod or  one school of  thought  and possessing clear, established meanings.  In fact, 
one way to dist inguish philosophic systems or  theories is precisely to dist inguish the 
d i f ferent  senses in which they use such terms as "reason," "thought,"  and "intelli- 
gence." So, when Wilson states, as the overall  thesis of  his book, that "The  quest for 
intelligibility and the answer he sugges ted- - reason  as the sole guiding principle in a 
pluralistic un ive r se - - shaped  his entire career" (p. xii), we are not told anything very 
specific or  informative about  Lovejoy's thinking. The  quest for intelligibility and 
reason as a guiding principle could just as well describe Plato or  Aristotle or  Hegel  or  
Dewey. The  conceptual  oversimplification can also be seen in more specific points, 
such as the descr ipt ion of  phi losophy as "a method of  thought"  (p. 18). 

An intellectual b iography of  A. O. Love joy would be a valuable contr ibut ion to the 
history of  phi losophy and the history of  ideas in the twentieth-century U.S. A satisfac- 
tory one requires a bet ter  balance between story and theory,  a full presentat ion of  the 
intellectual situation in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,  a more exten- 
sive account of  whom Lovejoy read and learned from, and,  in consequence, an analysis 
of  Lovejoy's ideas that is both deepe r  and more precise than the present  book offers. 
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