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On Having A Philosophy 
BY 

WILLIAM MARIAS MALISOFF 

DEVOTED colleague often asks me: "But 
what is your philosophy? Are you a monist, 
dualist, rationalist, idealist, a Kantian? Do 
you believe Plato was right? Do you think 
there is free will?" He is amused by my answer 
that I do not know what any of those questions 

mean, that at least I am sufficiently uncertain to avoid venturing 
an answer. He smiles knowingly and says: "You won't tell." 

But I would tell if I could-honestly. Corresponding to his 
external pressure there is an internal demand in me to embrace a 

philosophy, perhaps like a religion, and to receive all the benefits 
and privileges pertaining thereto. The spirit wearies and would 
gladly come to rest. I may discount the external pressure- 
mildly, forgivingly. "They do not know what they demand," 
would be a comment to potential disciples seeking a master who 
would speak his mind. In a less patient mood, one would dismiss 
the representatives of fashion and respectability who demand 
that you identify yourself with a cult, a class. Even a band of 
rebels will insist on conformity,-and they too tax the residues of 

patience left by the conflict with the varieties of the status quo. 
Indeed, all this may be dismissed as a vanity of vanities. Popu- 
lar demand cannot create a permanent philosophy. The "vox 

populi" perhaps was made to be ignored. But what of the small 
still voice within ? That cannot be discounted, and, sad to relate, 
that cannot really be satisfied. 

No matter how successful, thought seems to remain a per- 
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petually unfinished symphony. If it ever shows signs of being 
finished, it is because of our hope that it is limited to a finite 
number of themes. At least some themes stand out-and the 
convinced philosopher is apparently one who has selected or 
invented a theme with which he is lovingly in love, and on which 
he plays endless fugues. The world is the interpretative dance 
to his intellectual composition. His disciples assist in the orches- 
tration. Occasionally the melody is drowned by a frightful din- 
the drummer has gone mad. 

It takes courage to face philosophy without embracing some 
one of the fantastic forms it presents-courage or the devastating 
nonchalance of Pontius Pilate. The sad soul who has neither 
embraced one enchanting "truth" after another and found each 
false in the union-he is the eclectic who cannot add his mistakes. 
Another hangs back paralyzed by the show. What's to be done? 

I find but one comfort to the would-be philosopher who fears 
both fanaticism and unrequited love-a refuge in the attitude of 
research. In the attitude of research there is no room for finality 
-all is under perpetual test. There is an awesome democracy 
in the flight from chaos, perhaps to another chaos. And it is 
more important to try to know a little somewhat than to prove 
the unprovable. It is not necessary to arrive as a full fledged 
prophet. It is not necessary to have a philosophy, a finished, 
complacent doctrine good for all seasons and immune to frostbite. 
No more than it is necessary to have an orthodox religion, a 
privileged art, an exclusive science, or a patented diet. For it is 
a commonplace that the pious do not have a sacred emotion, that 
technicians of art and of science have no genuine vision, that 
doctors sicken and die, and that professional philosophers are 
scarcely wiser than professional blockheads. 
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