Excerpts from "Lisa and American Anti-Intellectualism"

by Aeon J. Skoble
(from The Simpsons and Philosophy: The D'oh of Homer, 2001)
American society has generally had a love-hate relationship with the notion of the intellectual.  On the one hand, there is a sense of respect for the professor or the scientist, but at the same time there is great resentment of the "ivory tower" or the "bookish"; a defensiveness about intelligent or learned people.  The republican ideals of the Founders presuppose an enlightened citizenry, yet today, the introduction of even remotely sophisticated analysis of political topics is decried as "elitism."  Everyone respects a historian, yet a historian's opinion may be disregarded on the grounds that it is "no more valid" than that of the "working man."  Populist commentators and politicians of expertise while relying on it as it suits them, for example when a candidate attacks his opponent for being an "Ivy League elitist" while in fact being a product of . . . a similar educational background . . .

[It] seems as though most people like being able to support their positions by citing experts, but then invoke populist sentiment when the experts don't support their view.  For instance, I may lend support to my argument by citing an expert who agrees with me, but if an expert disagrees, I may respond "what does he know?" or "I'm entitled to my opinion too."  Oddly, we see anti-intellectualism even among intellectuals.  For example, at many universities today, both among the student body and the faculty, the role of the classics, and humanities in general, has been greatly diminished.  The trend has clearly been to develop pre-professional programs and emphasize "relevance"; whereas traditional humanities classes are regarded as a luxury or an enhancement, but not truly necessary features of a college education.  At best they are seen as vehicles for developing "transferable skills" such as composition or critical thinking . . .


There seem to be periodic pendulum swings: in the 1950s and early 1960s, there was tremendous respect for scientists, as the nation found itself competing against the Soviets in such areas as space exploration.  Today, it seems the pendulum has reversed swing, as the current Zeitgeist [spirit of the age] holds all opinions to be equally valid.  But at the same time, people still seem interested in what alleged experts have to say . . . A newspaper will run an opinion column by a specialist, whose analysis on a situation may be better informed than the average person's, but the letters from people who disagree will often be based on the underlying (if unstated) premise that "No one really knows anything" or "It's all a matter of opinion, and mine counts too."  This last rationale is particularly insidious: in fact, if it were true that everything were merely a matter of opinion, then it actually would follow that mine is as relevant as the expert's; indeed, there would be no such thing as expertise.


So it is fair to say that American society is conflicted about intellectuals.  Respect for them seems virtually to go hand in hand with resentment.  This is a puzzling social problem, and also one of great importance, for we seem to be on the verge of a new "dark ages," where not only the notion of expertise, but all standards of rationality are being challenged.  This clearly has significant social consequences . . .


On The Simpsons, Homer is a classic example of an anti-intellectual dolt, as are most of his acquaintances, and his son.  But his daughter, Lisa, is not only pro-intellectual, she is smart beyond her years.  She is extremely intelligent and sophisticated, and is often seen out-thinking those around her.  Naturally, for this she is mocked by the other children at school and generally ignored by the 

adults . . . Her treatment on the show . . . captures the love-hate relationship American society has with intellectuals.  Before turning to the ways in which it does this, let's have a closer look at the problem.

Fallacious Authority & Real Expertise

It is a staple of introductory logic courses that it is a fallacy to "appeal to authority," yet people typically make more out of this than is appropriate.  Strictly in terms of logic, it's always a mistake to argue that a proposition is true because so-and-so says it is, but appeals to authority are more commonly used to show that we have good reason to believe the proposition, as opposed to being proof of its truth.  Like all fallacies involving relevance, the problem with most appeals to authority is that they are invoking the authority in an irrelevant way.  For example, in matters which really are subjective, such as which pizza or soft drink I should buy, invoking anyone else is irrelevant, since I may not have the same tastes.  In other cases, the error is in assuming that because a person is an authority about one thing, that person's expertise should carry the day in all areas.  We see this in celebrity endorsements for products unrelated to that person's 

field . . .


But after building up all this skepticism about appeals to authority, it's worth remembering that some people actually do know more about some things than other people, and in many cases, the fact than an authority on a subject tells us something really is a good reason to believe it.  For example, since I have no first-hand knowledge of the Battle of Marathon, I am going to have to rely on what other people tell me, and a classical historian is precisely the sort of person I should go to, whereas a physician probably is not.


Often what people resent is the application of wisdom, especially to moral or social ideals.  People may argue that yes, there is such a thing as being an expert on the Greco-Persian Wars, but that doesn't mean that person can inform our discussion about world politics today.  You may be an expert on Aristotle's moral theory, but that doesn't mean that you can tell me how I should live.  This sort of resistance to expertise stems partly from the nature of a democratic regime, and the problem is not new, but was identified by philosophers as early as Plato.  Since, in a democracy, all voices get heard, this can lead people to conclude that all voices have equal value.  Democracies tend to justify themselves by contrast to the aristocracies or oligarchies they replace or resist.  In those elitist societies, some presume to know more, or actually be better people; whereas we democrats know better: all are equal.  But of course, political equality doesn't imply that no one can possess knowledge that others lack, and indeed few people think this about most skills, for example plumbing or auto repair.  No one, though (they say) can know more than anyone else about how to live, how to be just.  Hence a kind of relativism develops: from the rejection of ruling élites . . . to a rejection of the notion of objective standards of right and wrong.  What is right is what I feel is right, what is right-for-me.  Today, there is even a trend even in the academy to dispute notions of objectivity and expertise.  There are said to be no true histories, only different interpretations of history.  There are no correct interpretations of literary works, only different interpretations.  Even physical science is said to be value-laden and non-objective . . . 

If there's no such thing as expertise, and all opinions are equally valid, why are the talk shows and bestseller lists populated by experts on love and angels?  Why watch those shows or read books in the first place?  Why send the kids to school?  Clearly, people do still put some stock in the notion of expertise, and in many cases, yearn for its guidance . . .  

Philosopher Kings?  D'Oh!

[The Simpsons] reflects American ambivalence towards the intellectual . . . in the episode "They Saved Lisa's Brain."  In this episode, Lisa joins a local chapter of Mensa, which already includes Professor Frink, Dr. Hibbert, and the Comic Book Guy.  Together they end up in charge of Springfield.  Lisa rhapsodizes about the rule of the intellectuals, a true rationalist utopia, but too many of their programs alienate the regular citizens of the town (including, of course, Homer who leads the charge of the idiot brigade) . . . [Under attack] is the very notion of the rule of the wise . . . The Mensans offer something of 

value . . . but it is impossible to see this episode as unequivocally pro-intellectual, since one theme is clearly that utopian schemes by élites are unstable, inevitably unpopular, and sometimes foolish.  


It is actually true, however, that utopian schemes by élites tend to be ill-conceived, or are power-grabbing schemes masquerading as the common good.  But is the only alternative Homer's mob or [Mayor] Quimby's oligarchy?  The framers of the United States Constitution hoped to combine democratic principles (a Congress) with some of the benefits of an undemocratic elite rule (a Senate, a Supreme Court, a Bill of Rights).  This has had mixed results, but in contrast to other alternatives seems to have fared well . . .


The ambivalence in American society towards the intellectual . . . is not likely to go away any time soon.  But no one is better off for encouraging or promoting anti-intellectualism.  Those who wish to save the republic from the tyranny of Professor Frink and the Comic Book Guy need to find ways to argue against it that do not entail a wholesale attack on the ideal of intellectual development.  Those who champion the common man ought not to do so in ways that belittle the achievements of the learned.  That approach is tantamount to defending Homer's right to live as a stupid person by criticizing Lisa for being smart.  That's not a sound idea for the development of the nation or of any individual.
1) What is the author's main argument about American attitudes toward learning & intellectuals? 

2) Do you agree or disagree?  Justify with a well-reasoned argument.

3) Can studying the ancient Greeks or other historical examples help us understand this problem?  How?  Be specific.

