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It seems that one’s twi light years can be a very fer tile period 
for pon der ing ulti mate ques tions of exis tence and the mean
ing of life. This cer tainly was the case for the nineteenth
cen tury Brit ish phi los o pher Herbert Spencer, who in 1902, 
at the age of 83 (one year before he died), sought to lay bare 
the “rid dle of exis tence.” He con tem plated: “Old peo ple must 
have many reflec tions in com mon …  For years past when 
watching the unfolding buds in the Spring there has arisen 
the thought [in me] – Shall I ever see the buds unfold? …  Now 
that the end is not likely to be long post poned, there results an 
increas ing ten dency to med i tate upon ulti mate ques tions.”1 
What is strik ing about this oth er wise very com mon move is 
that it was com ing from a famed athe ist and mate ri al ist who 
spent his career push ing mod ern thought away from spec u la
tion about the ulti mate nature of things—what he called “the 

1 Herbert Spencer, 
“Ultimate Questions,” 
in Facts and Questions 
(New York, 1902), 288. 
For more on Spencer 
and “ulti mate ques-
tions,” see Lafcadio 
Hearn, “Ultimate 
Questions,” Atlan tic 
Monthly 96 (Sep tem-
ber 1905): 391-96; and 
Michael C.L. Cham-
bers, “Unknowable 
Realism, 1860-1900: 
Realism Beyond Her-
bert Spencer’s Limits 
to Knowledge” (Ph.D. 
diss., Indiana Univer-
sity, 2019).
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 Unknowable” for it “is for ever inscru ta ble.”2 Modern think
ers’ time was bet ter spent dis cern ing unmis tak able real ity, 
laid bare by evo lu tion, which brings lofty ques tions about the 
uni verse down to earth. Spencer endorsed what he called “the 
sur vival of the fit test,”3 a view that human soci ety works by 
the nat u ral—if unlovely—laws of tooth and claw, and that any 
attempt to gussy this up was will ful roman ti cism and fruit less. 
But fac ing his own mor tal ity, Spencer won dered why non 
be liev ers like him self should ask ques tions about the func
tion of the uni verse only and be deprived of ask ing ulti mate 
ques tions about its larger mean ing.

What are ulti mate ques tions? Many of them are with us today, 
even if they are not ones that trou ble us on a daily basis. They 
include ques tions like:

Do human beings have free will?
Do human beings have a soul?
Is the soul immor tal?
What is true hap pi ness?
Is plea sure a good?
What is the good life?
What is the mean ing of life?
Does God exist?
And if there is a God, how was God cre ated?
How should I live?

There is no sin gle source book for ulti mate ques tions. The 
Stoics asked how our mor tal ity should inform our lives. 
Renaissance think ers asked whether man had a spe cial sta
tus in God’s cre a tion. For Enlightenment phi los o phers, ulti
mate ques tions grew out of a fun da men tal con cern with the 
scope and nature of human free dom. Ultimate ques tions 
may be ulti mate, but the forms they take are not uni ver sal. 
Because they are invari ably prod ucts of a spe cific time and 
place in human his tory, they bear the traces of the con texts in 
which they are posed. They are there fore mas ter shapeshift
ers. Often they are born of  cri sis: some largescale, like war, 

3 Herbert Spencer, 
The Principles of Biol-
ogy, Vol. 1 (London, 
1864), 444.

2 Herbert Spencer, 
First Principles (New 
York, 1899 [1862]), 
116, 571.
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fam ine, eco nomic  col lapse, and what we today would call a 
“nat u ral disas ter” but in ear lier times was under stood as the 
work ings of an angry God’s will. Throughout his tory peo ple 
have been pressed to ask the impos si ble in response to some
thing more per sonal—like ill ness, impending death, or the 
death of a loved one. However, ulti mate ques tions typ i cally 
have a shared fea ture—they are the kinds of big, auda cious, 
searching, ques tions that seek to get beyond the lim ited eco
nomic, polit i cal, and moral con di tions in which they were for
mu lated, and to ask: Why? How? Whence? Whither? They seek 
answers that move beyond what is appar ent to what is hid den. 
They seek to go beyond the fur thest reaches of human pos si
bil ity and grasp that which abides long after the human who 
poses them is dead and bur ied—ashes to ashes, dust to dust. 
They are the ques tions that seek to pierce the veil between the 
know able and the unknow able. They are an expres sion of the 
human long ing for tran scen dence.4

Asking impos si ble ulti mate ques tions confesses a desire to 
get beyond the noise, the blind ers, the timebound, place
bound, tra di tionbound, and to chal lenge the once radi ant 
truths that have become dimmed, deformed, or destroyed by 
the hubris of their unques tioned author ity.

Today, pos ing “ulti mate ques tions” may seem like a wor thy 
enough pur suit. But to a grow ing num ber of Euro pean and 
Amer i can think ers dur ing the late nineteenth cen tury, these 
sorts of ques tions started to look pretty silly. The direc tion 
of mod ern thought—driven by an increas ing empir i cism, 
pos i tiv ism, nat u ral ism, and mate ri al ism (the sorts of sci en
tific under stand ing that Herbert Spencer exem pli fied and 
fear lessly pur sued)—disavowed them as hope lessly ide al
is tic, sen ti men tal, and oth er worldly, and there fore unwor
thy of seri ous con sid er ation. This is the period when the 
mod ern research uni ver sity was com ing into full form with 
a new gen er a tion of aca demic intel lec tu als at work carv
ing up domains of inquiry and knowl edge into narrower 
and narrower spe cial ties—or what came to be referred to 

4 Bryan Magee’s 
Ultimate Questions 
(Princeton, 2016), 
is phil o soph i cal, not 
his tor i cal in its outlook 
but is valu able for con-
sid er ing how think ers 
have approached what 
they either explic itly or 
implic itly under stood 
as “ulti mate ques-
tions.”
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as “intel lec tual dis ci plines.” This is the period in Euro pean 
and Amer i can thought when the nat u ral and social sci ences 
were gaining intel lec tual author ity while the ol ogy and meta
phys ics were los ing their spheres of influ ence in the acad
emy. The late nineteenth cen tury is when mod ern think ers 
worked to pro fes sion al ize knowl edge by narrowing the 
field of inquiry and posing only those ques tions that were 
deemed answer  able and ver i fi able by experts’ stan dards. 
They wanted a clearer set of ground rules for ques tions and 
answers which would be deemed intel lec tu ally legit i mate 
and author i ta tive.5 So out with ulti mate ques tions, and in 
with ran dom ized con trol tri als.

This move toward increased spe cial i za tion, pro fes sion al i za
tion, and sec u lar i za tion had impli ca tions across all  fields of 
knowl edge in the late nineteenth and early twen ti ethcen tury 
acad emy, in par tic u lar, and in north ern trans at lan tic intel lec
tual life more broadly. But it had the greatest ram i fi ca tions for 
phi los o phy, which, given its his tor i cal link ages to the ol ogy, 
had long been regarded the “queen” of the spec u la tive sci
ences. Now, how ever, phi los o phers were eager to dis so ci ate 
them selves from theo lo gians, and they made dra matic efforts 
to reduce their domain of inquiry by leav ing behind cos mol
ogy, ontol ogy, and aes thet ics, and lim it ing their juris dic tion 
to epis te mol ogy (the nature and scope of knowl edge) and 
logic (the study of rea son ing). While some applauded and 
oth ers mourned the aban don ment of ulti mate ques tions, all  
rec og nized the need to keep phi los o phy in line with the winds 
of mod ern thought.6

Harvard phi los o pher and psy chol o gist William James stands 
out as a voice of pro test. He under stood the value of sci en tific 
test ing, but he also had a heart that ached for larger ques
tions of the human self, mean ing, and moral ity—ques tions 
that gave life a sense of pur pose and even gran deur. James 
longed for the exis ten tial con so la tion of reli gion even though 
he could not quite be a believer him self. As he observed in 
1879: “Now our Science tells our Faith that she is shame ful, 

6 On trans for ma tions 
in turn-of-the-last-
cen tury phi los o phy, 
see: Gary Gutting, 
French Philosophy in 
the Twentieth Century 
(Cambridge, 2001);  
H. Stu art Hughes, Con-
sciousness and Society 
(New York, 1958); 
James T. Kloppenberg, 
Uncertain Victory: 
Social Democracy 
and Progressivism 
in Euro pean and 
Amer i can Thought, 
1870-1920 (New York, 
1986); Bruce Kuklick, 
The Rise of Amer i can 
Philosophy: Cambridge, 
Mas sa chu setts, 1860-
1930 (Yale, 1977); 
Dean Moyar, ed., The 
Routledge Companion 
to Nineteenth-Century 
Philosophy (Abingdon/ 
New York, 2010); 
Jennifer Ratner- 
Rosenhagen, “Philos-
ophy,” in Fin-de-Siècle 
World, ed. Michael 
Saler (New York, 
2015), 424-40; and 
Herbert Schnädelbach, 
Philosophie in Deutsch-
land, 1831–1933 
(Frankfurt a. M; 1993).

5 This impulse at work 
in phi los o phy, push ing 
towards what would 
come to be called “ana-
lytic phi los o phy,” can be 
seen in Ludwig Wittgen-
stein’s famous remark 
that “die Grenzen meiner 
Sprache bedeuten die 
Grenzen meiner Welt” 
[“the lim its of my lan-
guage mean the lim its of 
my world”] in Logisch- 
Philosophische 
Abhandlung [Tractatus 
Logico-Philosophicus] 
(1921).
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Figure 1. William 
James at a séance 
pur su ing his “psy chi
cal research” to widen 
“the field of search 
of God,” n.d., Hough
ton Library, Harvard 
University.

and our Hopes that they are dupes; our Reverence for truth 
leads to con clu sions that make all  rev er ence a false hood.”7 
James thus devel oped his “prag matic method,” which would 
come to be known as phil o soph i cal “prag ma tism,” to wel
come the human desire to ask these larger ulti mate ques
tions, while encour ag ing mod ern inquir ers to rec og nize that 
their answers could be only pro vi sional and par tial, and that 
they needed to be tested against their own expe ri ences. For 
James, then, the ques tion mod erns should ask was no lon
ger: Does God exist?—which he con sid ered an unan swer able 
ques tion. But rather: What does belief in God make pos si ble 
for human beings? Now that’s a ques tion that is answer  able, 
according to James. What James sought at the dawn of the 
twen ti eth cen tury was a rap proche ment between sci ence 
and reli gion—and one that pre served a space for ask ing ulti
mate ques tions and for what he called “the will to believe” 
in answer ing them.8 This meant believ ing in some thing even 
when the evi dence for it was not forth com ing. What James 
wanted was to have mod ern inquiry “[widen] the field of 
search for God.”9

There would not be much more to this story if James’s  
line of argu ment had been more per sua sive to his fel low 
phi los o phers. But he was not with out his for mi da ble crit ics, 
many of whom regarded his phi los o phy as naïve empir i cism 
mixed with guile less roman ti cism.

7 William James, “Clif-
ford’s ‘Lectures and 
Essays’,” in Collected 
Essays and Reviews 
(London, 1920), 140.

8 William James, “The 
Will to Believe,” in  
The Writ ings of Wil-
liam James, ed. John J. 
McDermott (Chicago, 
1977 [1967]), 717.

9 William James, 
“What Pragmatism 
Means,” in Writ ings of 
William James, 390.
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Just two years after James’s death in 1910, the Brit ish phi los o
pher Bertrand Russell sought to set the record straight about 
the lim its and pos si bil i ties of mod ern phi los o phy in his Prob-
lems of Philosophy (1912). According to Russell, mod ern phi
los o phy cer tainly can pose and seek to answer what he called 
“ulti mate ques tions,” but must not do so “care lessly and dog
mat i cally as we do in ordi nary life and even in the sci ences, 
but crit i cally, after explor ing all  that makes such vague ques
tions puz zling.” Indeed, he maintained that

phi los o phy is to be stud ied, not for the sake of any def  nite 
answers to its ques tions, since no def  nite answers can, as a 
rule, be known to be true, but rather for the sake of the ques
tions them selves; because these ques tions enlarge our con cep
tion of what is pos si ble, enrich our intel lec tual imag i na tion and 
dimin ish the dog matic assur ance which closes the mind against 
spec u la tion.10

However, in the years that followed, though he had some 
words of affec tion for James, Russell repeat edly rid i culed 
what he regarded as the Amer i can prag ma tist’s fast and loose 
regard for “facts” and his vague con cep tion of “expe ri ence.” 
James’s genial plu ral ism seemed to Russell to be “benev o
lence, not phi los o phy,” for to be phi los o phy, inquiry must 
observe “the moral duty of verac ity.”11 Russell thus sought to 
nar row (to the point of obliv ion) James’s wid ened field of 
search for God: “William James used to preach ‘the Will to 
Believe.’ For my part, I should wish to preach the ‘will to 
doubt’ … . In all  affairs it’s healthy …  to hang a ques tion mark 
on things you have long taken for granted.”12

Russell essen tially engaged in a phil o soph i cal brawl with 
many of the fore most early twen ti ethcen tury phi los o phers on 
both sides of the north ern Atlan tic. The hor rors of the First 
World War—the bel lig er ent nation al ism; the reli gious, racial 
and eth nic chau vin ism; the blood and iron impe ri al ism; not 
to men tion the trenches, flame throw ers, and mus tard gas—
added urgency to phi los o phers’ inter nal debates about how 

10 Bertrand Russell, 
The Problems of Philos-
ophy (New York, 1959 
[1912]), 7, 161.

11 Bertrand Russell, 
The History of Western 
Philosophy (New York, 
1972 [1946]), 818, 
814.

12 Bertrand Russell, 
Freethought and 
Official Propaganda 
(London, 1922), https: 
 /  /www  .gutenberg  .org 
 /files  /44932  /44932 
 -h  /44932  -h  .htm, 
accessed Jan u ary 14, 
2022.
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to adju di cate con tra dic tory truth claims. But while phi los o
phers were busy tending to dif fi cult tech ni cal mat ters of their 
transforming field and turn ing their atten tions from a larger 
edu cated audi ence to one another, ulti mate ques tions slipped 
out from their tra di tional domains of author ity and started to 
migrate to other fields of twen ti ethcen tury inquiry, includ ing 
cul tural crit i cism, lit er a ture and the arts, and even the nat u ral 
sci ences. It is these other domains that I want to explore here.

Where did ulti mate ques tions go when they lost much of their 
author ity and cred i bil ity in pro fes sional phi los o phy? What 
forms did they take? What uncertainties and long ings did they 
seek to assuage, and why?

Before turn ing to explore some of the per e gri na tions of ulti
mate ques tions in twen ti ethcen tury Amer i can and Euro pean 
thought, it is help ful to con sider how I, as a his to rian, go about 
track ing them. A fruit ful method here is what intel lec tual his
to rian Sarah Igo describes as “freerange intel lec tual his tory.”13 
It is an approach that is nec es sary when a par tic u lar dis
course—like “ulti mate ques tions”—slips out of its dis ci plin ary 
and insti tu tional set tings and starts to wan der off into other 
domains and reg is ters of twen ti ethcen tury thought, some
times very far from its orig i nal home. During and after the First 
World War, an increas ing num ber and vari ety of intel lec tu als 
began to wel come (or at least not recoil from) the pres sure of 
account abil ity to a larger audi ence of non spe cial ists, who felt 
whiplashed by the trau mas of mod ern i za tion, and eager for 
direc tion and clar ity. This is not to say that pro fes sional phi
los o phers and theo lo gians wholly aban doned them. Nor is it 
to sug gest that their sem i nar rooms, lec ture halls, sem i nar ies, 
and places of wor ship resem bled bat tery cages for idea pro duc
tion. But I think there is a value—indeed a high neces sity—for 
the his to rian to pay close atten tion to moments of intel lec
tual rup ture, when a dis course gets adopted, transformed, 
and repurposed in diverse—and often unex pected—genres 
of thought. After the war, ulti mate ques tions tra versed a wide 
range of inquiry, to which no short talk can fully do jus tice.  

13 Sarah Igo, “Toward 
a Free-Range Intel-
lectual History,” in The 
Worlds of Amer i can 
Intellectual History, 
eds. Joel Isaac, James 
Kloppenberg, Michael 
O’Brien, and Jennifer 
Ratner-Rosenhagen 
(New York, 1917), 
324-42.
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But this talk can, at least, draw our atten tion to a hand ful of 
nota ble epi sodes in their jour ney: through cul tural crit i cism; 
chil dren’s lit er a ture; pop u lar dis courses of sci ence, which at 
midcen tury molded into a form of moral inquiry; and nature 
writ ing, before cir cling back to the rel e vance of ask ing impos
si ble “ulti mate ques tions” for us today.

Ultimate Question 1: What (a Piece of Work) is Man?

Let us start with an ulti mate ques tion as it appeared to the 
Amer i can lit er ary critic Joseph Wood Krutch in 1929. At the 
time, Krutch was a wellrespected drama critic for the Nation 
mag a zine, but it was his excep tion ally bleak jeremiad The 
Modern Temper—a stark coun ter point to the riot ous image 
of the “roar ing twenties”—that established his rep u ta tion 
as an influ en tial human ist and pub lic mor al ist in twen ti eth
cen tury Amer i can life. Surveying the con se quences of mod
ern sci ence for man’s view of him self and his world, the book 
turned the exclam a tory sen tence of Shakespeare’s Ham let—
“What a piece of work is man?” into an inter rog a tory one. This 
ques tion was one that Krutch was unable and illdis posed 
to answer with Shakespeare: “how infinite in fac ul ties, …  in 
action how like an angel, in appre hen sion how like a god.”14 
Krutch’s mod ern man was in no way an angel, and cer tainly 
not like a god—though, in his arro gance, the mod ern sci en
tist sought to pull the entire uni verse into the range of human 
com pre hen sion and mas tery.

Krutch argued that the uni verse revealed by mod ern knowl
edge was either mech a nis tic or organic, nei ther of which make 
it par tic u larly hos pi ta ble for human flourishing. He believed 
that trag edy was no lon ger pos si ble for the mod ern mind 
because it required a noble sense of man, which Freud had 
turned into rub bish. “A tragic writer does not have to believe 
in God, but he must believe in man.” The ter ri ble par a dox that 
mod ern knowl edge pres ents for mod ern man is that he has 

14 William Shake-
speare, Ham let. 
Barbara Mowat, Paul 
Werstine, Michael 
Poston, Rebecca Niles, 
eds. (Washington, DC: 
Folger Shakespeare 
Library, n.d.), https: 
 /  /shakespeare  .folger 
 .edu  /shakespeares 
 -works  /hamlet  /act  -2 
 -scene  -2  /, accessed 
Feb ru ary 28, 2022.
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been ren dered just another mean crea ture trapped in nature’s 
“blind thirst for life.” The only dif fer ence between him and 
non hu man crea tures is that he is cursed with the con scious
ness of being in a world inhos pi ta ble to his crav ing for moral 
ori en ta tion and mean ing. Krutch thun dered:

God, instead of disappearing in an instant, has retreated step by 
step and sur ren dered grad u ally his con trol of the uni verse … . 
[T]he role which he plays grows less and less, and man is left more 
and more alone in a uni verse to which he is com pletely alien. His 
world was once, like the child’s world, threequar ters myth and 
poetry. His tel e o log i cal con cepts molded it into a form which he 
could appre ci ate and he gave to it moral laws which would make 
it mean ing ful, but step by step the out lines of nature have thrust 
them selves upon him, and for the dream which he made is sub
stituted a real ity devoid of any pat tern which he can under stand.

For Krutch, no degree of intel lec tual mod ern i za tion will keep 
man from being an “eth i cal ani mal.” And yet the prob lem with 
mod ern knowl edge was that it yielded an image of “a uni verse 
which con tains no eth i cal ele ment.”15

Figure 2. Joseph Wood 
Krutch’s Modern Tem-
per (1929), which he 
called “a study and a 
con fes sion,” lamented 
the loss of ulti mate 
ques tions in mod ern 
thought.

15 Joseph Wood 
Krutch, The Modern 
Temper (New York, 
1929), 87, 7-8, 10.
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Krutch’s Modern Temper is Max Weber’s “dis en chant ment of 
the world” on ste roids and depres sants. It took a dark view 
of the con se quences of mod ern sci en tific cul ture for the 
human types in its wake. Modern indus trial soci ety cre ated 
the human being who will “per form with out ques tion the part 
assigned to him in the divi sion of labor.” This mod ern soci ety 
“owes both its sta bil ity and effi cient har mony to the absence 
of any ten dency on the part of indi vid u als …  to ques tion the 
value of exis tence.” For Krutch, to ques tion is human, but in a 
thor oughly nat u ral is tic world view, the human is just another 
creepy, crawly crea ture, whose ten dency to ask ques tions 
about “the human con di tion” is noth ing more than a bur
den for his smooth func tion ing. For Krutch, then, the mod ern 
world is more hos pi ta ble to the ant than to man. “When a man 
looks at an ant he real izes the mean ing of his human ity.” After 
all , the ant has “no art and no phi los o phy,” but this is all  to the 
good because these two forms of human inquiry and expres
sion have no place in the mod ern world.16

Krutch’s “con fes sion” may best be under stood as a pro test not 
only against trans for ma tions in mod ern knowl edge but also 
against the sorts of inquiry deemed legit i mate for the mod
ern mind. “As soon as one begins to raise a ques tion as to the 
pur pose of life,” he averred, “then the prob lem of conduct
ing that life ceases to be merely a prob lem of tech nique and 
begins to involve cer tain ulti mate ques tions concerning the 
end which we wish to reach or concerning what may prop
erly be called suc cess in life.” Krutch seemed con vinced that 
the uni verse did not much care to respond to humans’ pesky 
and out moded ulti mate ques tions, but “at least …  we have 
dis cov ered the trick which has been played upon us and that 
what ever else we may be we are no lon ger dupes.” The Modern 
Temper thus ends on ulti mate ques tions as a form of pro test: 
“Ours is a lost cause and there is no place for us in the nat u ral 
uni verse, but we are not, for all  that, sorry to be human. We 
should rather die as men than live as ani mals.”17

17 Ibid., 101, 168-69.

16 Ibid., 32-33. It 
would be another 
thirty years before  
C.P. Snow would intro-
duce his notion of the 
“two cul tures.” But 
in Modern Temper, 
Krutch worked so pow-
er fully with lit er ary 
imag ery and made 
such an urgent case 
for the power of the 
lit er ary imag i na tion 
that it helped set the 
terms for debates for 
the com ing cen tury 
about the need for 
human is tic modes of 
inquiry, and with them, 
the prac tice of pos ing 
open ques tions with-
out abso lute answers.
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Ultimate Question 2: Look up at the Sky. Ask Yourselves: is it 
yes or no?

Over the course of the twen ti eth cen tury, ulti mate ques
tions have taken strange forms, and they have been posed by 
strange fig ures, both real and imag ined. There is no straight 
line from Joseph Wood Krutch’s inter war social crit i cism to 
the midcen tury burgeoning chil dren’s book indus try in the 
United States. And yet the case of Antoine de SaintExupéry 
sug gests that Amer i can and Euro pean authors who built a 
career writ ing for adults came to iden tify writ ing for young 
read ers as a legit i mate mode of yearn ing for the unknow able. 
Some of the more nota ble exam ples of twen ti ethcen tury 
authors who made their fame writ ing for adults before writ ing 
a book (or more) for chil dren include Gertrude Stein, Virginia 
Woolf, James Joyce, T.S. Eliot, Langston Hughes, C.S. Lewis, 
E.B. White, Aldous Huxley, James Baldwin, and Ken Kesey. 
SaintExupéry is par tic u larly strik ing because, unlike the oth
ers, he is best known as a chil dren’s book author (though his 
entire cor pus, with the excep tion of The Little Prince, was writ
ten for adults). Why the pivot to a chil dren’s book? Because, 
according to Saint Exupéry, only chil dren were still allowed 
to “look up at the sky” and ask the impos si ble.18

Antoine de SaintExupéry’s 1943 The Little Prince is one of many 
exam ples of the migra tion of ulti mate ques tions into twen ti eth
cen tury chil dren’s lit er a ture.19 SaintExupéry had made a name 
for him self with his novel Vol de Nuit [Night Flight] in 1931 and 
con tin ued to build an inter na tional rep u ta tion with his mem oirs 
Terre des hommes [with the title Wind, Sand and Stars in English 
trans la tion] in 1939, and Pilote de guerre [Flight to Arras] in 1942. 
But faced with frag ile health, dis con so late in his unin tended exile 
in New York City, unable to speak English but also unable to pub
lish back in Vichy France (where his works had been banned), 
and thor oughly dispir ited with a world again at war, SaintEx
upéry took ref uge in “the child’s world [of ] myth and poetry,” 

18 Antoine de 
Saint-Exupéry, The 
Little Prince, transl. 
Katherine Woods (New 
York, 1943), 91.

19 Though draw ing out 
the authors’ vary ing 
com mer cial incen tives 
and artis tic desires to 
write a chil dren’s book 
are often dif fi cult, 
few of these authors 
seem to have made the 
choice because of an 
over whelm ing desire 
to write for chil dren. 
Rather, it was because 
the con ceit of a chil-
dren’s book allowed 
them to ask eth i cal 
and even exis ten tial 
ques tions they felt 
they could not ask in 
their work oth er wise. 
See: Marilyn Apseloff, 
They Wrote for Chil-
dren Too: An Anno-
tated Bibliography of 
Children’s Literature 
by Famous Writers 
for Adults (Westport, 
CT, 1989); “They 
Also Wrote Children’s 
Books” Exhibit at Gro-
lier Club, NYC, March 
2020, https:  /  /vimeo 
 .com  /465950963, 
accessed Jan u ary 
14, 2022; and Bruce 
Handy, Wild Things: 
The Joy of Reading 
Children’s Literature 
as an Adult (New York, 
2017). A help ful essay 
inter ro gat ing the 
con cept of “chil dren’s 
lit er a ture” both in 
the ory and prac tice 
is Marah Gubar, “On 
Not Defining Children’s 
Literature,” PMLA, 126 
(Jan. 2011): 209-16.



12 Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 69 | Fall 2021 / Spring 2022

which Krutch believed the acids of moder nity had destroyed. If, 
as Krutch saw it, ask ing “ulti mate ques tions” was no lon ger really 
dig ni fed to the stoutly mod ern, sec u lar mind—if it was time to 
put away child ish things—fne, then: Let a child ask them! And 
that’s exactly what SaintExupéry set out to do. As the nar ra tor of 
The Little Prince puts it: “Grownups never under stand any thing 
by them selves, and it is tire some for chil dren to be always and for
ever explaining things to them.”20

The story begins with an avi a tor who is stranded in the des ert 
and encoun ters a strange lit tle boy—a lit tle prince, who, we 
learn, hails from Asteroid B612, which was the size of a house, 
and where he lived alone with a sin gle rose, three vol ca noes, 
and a pesky infes ta tion of bao bab trees. The lit tle prince had 
what appears to be a lover’s quar rel with a pet u lant, frag ile 
rose, and takes off with a flock of birds to other plan ets, where 
he encoun ters a king, a con ceited man, a drunk ard, a busi
ness man, a lamplighter, a geog ra pher—all  in some way dehu
manized, reduced to their mere func tions, unable to break 
out of their mind less hab its and blink ered under stand ing. All 
lacked curi os ity and a sense of won der. He then makes it to 
Earth where he dis cov ers that all  the prob lems of these other 

Figure 3. Antoine de 
SaintExupéry wrote 
The Little Prince 
(1943) for chil dren 
because “no grown up 
will ever under stand 
[mat ters] of so much 
impor tance.”

20 Saint-Exupéry,  
The Little Prince, 8. For 
biographical infor ma-
tion on Saint- 
Exupéry, see Stacy 
Schiff, Saint-Exupéry: 
A Bio gra phy (New 
York, 1994); and Joy 
D. Marie Robinson, 
Antoine de Saint- 
Exupéry (Bos ton, 
1984).
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plan ets are scaled up—and with them, the sense of won der 
and exis ten tial com forts are scaled down.21

The Little Prince is crowded with ulti mate con cerns. But it 
raises ques tions and then pro vi des tan ta liz ingly, frus trat ingly, 
incom plete answers. Why the crazy plague of bao bab trees? 
It’s not clear, but what is clear is that the lit tle prince has to 
take good care of his planet or else it will be destroyed. Why 
the love of a sin gle, demand ing flower—espe cially when he 
learns there are so many more he can choose from on Planet 
Earth? It’s not clear, but surely he learns that love doesn’t 
need expla na tions; what it does need, how ever, is care. The 
lit tle prince meets a fox who wants the prince to tame him: 
“One only under stands the things that one tames,” said the 
fox. “Men have no more time to under stand any thing. They 
buy things all  ready made at the shops. But there is no shop 
any where where one can buy friend ship, and so men have no 
friends any more. If you want a friend, tame me.” This sly fox 
also tells the lit tle prince a hint about the unknow able: “What 
is essen tial is invis i ble to the eye.”22

The Little Prince is also a med i ta tion on the frus tra tion of yearn
ing for answers to ques tions and not get ting them. Curiosity is 
essen tial, but it is often greeted by an inscru ta ble, ret i cent uni
verse. There is a scene where the lit tle prince climbs a high moun
tain on this strange planet called Earth, and says to the uni verse 
“Good morn ing,” and hears in response: “Good morn inggood 
morn ing.” “‘Who are you?’ says the lit tle prince.” “‘Who are you—
Whoare you—who are you?’ answered the echo.” In his inno
cence, the lit tle prince calls out: “Be my friends, I am all  alone,” 
think ing that the voices are com ing from a num ber of chil dren. “‘I 
am all  alone—all  alone—all  alone,’ answered the echo.” SaintEx
upéry here shows the same indig nity as Krutch, where the ear
nest inquirer calls out to an indif er ent uni verse and receives no 
answer, only an echo.23

The Little Prince opens with a line that was shared by other 
authors who turned to chil dren’s lit er a ture to ask their 

21 The published 
ver sion ends with a 
some what mys te-
ri ous, open-ended 
con clu sion, but Saint- 
Exupéry experimented 
with a more “ago nized 
and mel an choly” con-
clu sion, confessing the 
tor ments and trauma 
of war. Ula Ilyntzky, 
“The Little Prince: 
A New York Story,” 
Washington Post (Jan-
u ary 10, 2014), https:  /  / 
www  .washingtonpost 
 .com  /entertainment 
 /museums  /the  -little 
 -prince  -a  -new  -york 
 -story  /2014  /01  /09 
 /2763abf2  -77cf  -11e3 
 -8963  -b4b654bcc9b2 
_story  .html, accessed 
Feb ru ary 25, 2022.

22 Antoine de St. 
Exupéry, The Little 
Prince, transl. Kather-
ine Woods (New York, 
1943), 67, 70.

23 Ibid., 61. For a 
sim i lar treat ment of 
ear nest ques tions 
answered by ech oes, 
see: Thomas Carlyle’s 
chap ter 7 “The Ever-
lasting ‘No’,” in Sartor 
Resartus (1836): “Thus 
has the bewil dered 
Wanderer to stand, as 
so many have done, 
shouting ques tion 
after ques tion into the 
Sibyl-cave of Destiny, 
and receive no Answer 
but an Echo.” https:  /  / 
www  .gutenberg  .org 
 /files  /1051  /1051  -h 
 /1051  -h  .htm, accessed 
Feb ru ary 26, 2022.
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ulti mate ques tions: “All grownups were once chil dren—
although few of them remem ber it.”24 This line—like the lit tle 
book from which it came—is sin gu lar. But the move its author 
made—using the garb of child hood inno cence and curi os ity 
to hun ger after the unknow able—became increas ingly pop
u lar, though few of these other exper i ments would achieve 
even a tiny frac tion of The Little Prince’s crit i cal and com mer
cial suc cess. SaintExupéry would not live long enough to see 
his book in print, nor to dis cover that it would be trans lated 
into 250 lan guages and become the sec ond most read book 
world wide since its 1943 pub li ca tion. He left America in April 
1943 to join a French squad ron in Algeria, and a year later 
went miss ing on a recon nais sance mis sion that departed 
from Corsica on July 31, 1944, never to be heard from again.25

Ultimate Question 3: Is God Dead?; Or, What are the lim its 
of a “holy curi os ity”?

Joseph Wood Krutch’s sec u lar apo lo gia for faith was pre ma ture. 
God did not “retreat step by step” from twen ti ethcen tury moral 
imag i na tions. So when edi tors at Time mag a zine ran a stark 
blackandred cover on April 8, 1966 ask ing: “Is God Dead?” 
(refer ring to its lead arti cle about a small cir cle of “death of 
God” theo lo gians), they knew full well that their read ers would 
answer—with more than a touch of out rage—in the neg a tive. 
(And they, of course, counted on this out rage to help cat a lyze 
brisk sales). They knew that the ques tion was pro voc a tive rather 
than sin cere because they ran it at a time when reli gious affil i
a tion in the United States was, by many mea sures, on the rise.26

Despite the surge in reli gi os ity, sev eral of the most promi
nent midcen tury reli gious intel lec tu als in the United States 
felt pressed to defend their abid ing com mit ment to a the is tic 
uni verse, espe cially in light of the Holocaust, the bomb ing of 
Nagasaki and Hiroshima, and the wide spread dev as ta tion of 
the Second World War. It is at this time that we see stir ring 
defenses of reli gion by clergy and theo lo gians, who main

24 Ibid., from the 
book’s ded i ca tion to 
Leon Werth.

25 On clues to Saint- 
Exupery’s mys te ri ous 
dis ap pear ance, see 
John Tagliabue “Clues to 
the Mystery of a Writer 
Pilot Who Disappeared,” 
New York Times (April 
11, 2008) https:  /  /www 
 .nytimes  .com  /2008 
 /04  /11  /world  /europe 
 /11exupery  .html, 
accessed Feb ru ary 24, 
2022.

26 Robert Wuthnow, 
After Heaven: Spiritu-
ality in America Since 
the 1950s (Berkeley, 
2000). The United 
States has argu  ably 
become even more 
reli gious since then. 
According to a Pew 
research poll of 2017, 
“the vast major ity 
[90%] believe in some 
kind of higher power 
[with 56% believ ing 
in “God as described 
in the Bible”]. Dalia 
Fahmy, “Key Find-
ings about Amer i-
cans’ Belief in God” 
(April 25, 2018), from 
the Pew Research 
Center, https:  /  /www 
 .pewresearch  .org  /fact 
 -tank  /2018  /04  /25  /
key  -findings  -about 
 -americans  -belief  -in 
 -god, accessed Feb ru-
ary 28, 2022. Nev-
ertheless, Wuthnow 
him self gives us good 
rea son to greet poll 
num bers on reli gious 
belief and affil i a tion 
with some skep ti-
cism in his Inventing 
Amer i can Religion: 
Polls, Surveys, and the 
Tenuous Quest for a 
Nation’s Faith (New 
York, 2015).
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tained that the hor rors and dis lo ca tions of the twen ti eth
cen tury world demanded the con tin ual reck on ing with the 
unknow able. For theo lo gian and Civil Rights activ ist Howard 
Thurman, “suf fer ing …  [is a] vast but sol i tary arena. It is here 
that [the per son] faces the authen tic adver sary. He looks into 
the depth of the abyss of life and raises the ulti mate ques tion 
about the mean ing of exis tence. He comes face to face with 
what ever is his con cep tion of ulti mate author ity, his God.”27 
Pol ish émigré rabbi and Civil Rights activ ist Abra ham Joshua 
Heschel maintained that “the realm of the inef fa ble rather 
than spec u la tion is the cli mate in which the ulti mate ques
tion comes into being, and in its nat u ral abode …  the ques
tion must be stud ied.”28 And the exiled Ger man Protestant 
theo lo gian Paul Tillich insisted that “reli gion is the state of 
being grasped by an ulti mate con cern, a con cern which qual
ifies all  other con cerns as pre lim i nary and which itself con
tains the answer to the ques tion of the mean ing of our life.”29 
Though com ing from dif fer ent faith tra di tions, all  these reli
gious think ers sought to dem on strate that reli gious faith was 
the nat u ral home of ulti mate ques tions about the self (or 
soul) and the world, nei ther of which could be usurped by 
sci ence.30

Though the United States remained a deeply pious coun try, 
the mod ern sci ences, with their capac ity to map the uni verse, 
the human psyche, and genetic codes, enjoyed deep and wide
spread rev er ence as well. Many Amer i cans still hun gered after 
what they regarded as unknow able, but they sought guid ance 
on their “ulti mate ques tions” from pro fes sional sci en tists.31 No 

27 Howard Thurman, 
“Suffering” (1963) in 
Thurman, The Strange 
Freedom: The Best of 
Howard Thurman on 
Religious Experience 
and Public Life, ed. 
Walter Earl Fluker and 
Catherine Tumber 
(Bos ton, 1998), 45.

28  Abra ham Joshua 
Heschel, Man is Not 
Alone: A Philosophy 
of Religion (New York, 
1976), 59.

29 For Paul Tillich on 
“ulti mate con cern” 
(and the ambi gu i ties 
in his dif fer ent uses 
of the phrase), see: 
Systematic Theology, 
Vol. 1 (Chicago, 1951) 
and Dynamics of Faith 
(New York, 1957).

30 Heschel points out 
that “the moment we 
utter the name of God 
we leave the level of 
sci en tific think ing and 
enter the realm of the 
inef fa ble. Such a step 
is one which we can-
not take sci en tif i cally, 
since it tran scends 
the bound aries of all  
that is given. It is in 
spite of all  warn ings 
that man has never 
ceased to be stirred 
by ulti mate ques tions. 
Science can not silence 
him, because sci en tific 
terms are mean ing less 
to the spirit that raises 
these ques tions, mean-
ing less to the con cern 
for a truth greater than 
the world that sci ence 
is engaged in explor-
ing.” (God in Search 
of Man: A Philosophy 
of Juda ism [New York, 
1955], 102.)

31 Works that have 
been help ful to me in 
con cep tu al iz ing the 
role and social loca-
tion of pro fes sional 
sci en tists as pub lic 
mor al ists include Ste-
fan Collini, Public Mor-
alists: Political Thought 
and Intellectual Life 

in Britain, 1850-1930 
(Oxford, 1993); Nancy 
Lutkehaus, Margaret 
Mead: The Making 
of an Amer i can Icon 
(Princeton, NJ, 2009); 
Ira Katznelson, “The 
Professional Scholar 
as Public Intellectual: 
Reflections Prompted 

by Karl Mannheim, 
Robert K. Merton, and 
C. Wright Mills,” in The 
Public Intellectual: 
Between Philosophy 
and Politics, ed. Arthur 
Melzer, Jerry Wein-
berger, and M. Richard 
Zinman (Lanham, 
MD, 2003), 189-200; 
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doubt, after the shocks and hor rors of the Second World War, an 
increas ing num ber of com men ta tors looked at the atomic bomb 
as an exam ple of the amoral—even immoral—arro gance of sci
ence to pros trate itself and turn its dis cov er ies into tech nol o gies 
of doom and destruc tion. Just as reli gious com men ta tors felt 
pressed to defend their tena cious faith in God, pro fes sional sci
en tists felt called to account for the role of sci ence in mak ing such 
wide spread dev as ta tion pos si ble. They were called to account 
not only for the “hows” of the world (that is the work ings of the  
world), but also, and more impor tantly for the “whys” (that is, 
ques tions of  mean ing).

Many of the mar quee fg ures of postWorld War II mod ern sci
ence were sought out by their pub lics to pro vide answers to their 
“ulti mate ques tions.” Theoretical phys i cists Albert Einstein and 
Robert Oppenheimer; phy si cian and med i cal researcher Jonas 
Salk; anthro pol o gists Margaret Mead, Gregory Bateson, and Ash
ley Montagu; pri ma tol o gist Jane Goodall; math e ma ti cian Jacob 
Bronowski; astron o mer Carl Sagan; and biol o gist E.O. Wilson all  
under stood that lay audi ences turned to them as their “North 
Star” for the ques tion whether the unknown would always remain 
unknow able. Some of these sci en tists reluc tantly and oth ers with 
great gusto explained how their sci en tifc dis cov er ies ofered per
spec tives on human eth ics even if the sub ject of their research had 
noth ing to do with human eth ics, or even human beings for that 
mat ter. Lay audi ences often turned to Goodall, for exam ple, not 
for infor ma tion on chim pan zees in Tanzania but rather for what 
liv ing among chim pan zees in Tanzania had taught her about what 
it means to be human. (One of her answers was that humans, 
unlike their chimp rel a tives, ask the “whys” of their exis tence: 
“Man demands an expla na tion of the mys tery of his being and the 
won der of the world around him and the cos mos above him.”32) 
Similarly, lay audi ences often turned to Carl Sagan not for an 
expla na tion of the for ma tion of the stars but rather how his under
stand ing of space, time, motion, and mat ter could help human 
beings explain them selves to them selves.

32 Jane Goodall, In 
the Shadow of Man 
(Bos ton, 1971), 251.

Declan Fahy, “A Brief 
History of Scientific 
Celebrity,” in The New 
Celebrity Scientists: 
Out of the Lab and 
Into the Limelight 
(Lanham, MD, 2015), 
1-17; David Hecht, 
“Constructing a Scien-
tist: Expert Authority 
and Public Images of 
Rachel Carson,” His-
torical Studies in the 
Natural Sciences 41 
(Summer 2011): 277- 
302; David Hecht, “The 
Atomic Hero: Robert 
Oppenheimer and the 
Making of Scientific 
Icons in the Early Cold 
War,” Technology and 
Culture 49 (Octo ber 
2008): 943-66; and 
Britta Scheideler, “The 
Scientist as Moral 
Authority: Albert Ein-
stein Between Elitism 
and Democracy, 1914-
1933,” Historical Stud-
ies in the Physical and 
Biological Sciences 32 
(March 2002): 319–46.
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Einstein, in par tic u lar, was repeat edly asked how—or if—he 
rec on ciled his sci en tific the o ries with a view of the divine, 
and he was repeat edly prodded to rec on cile them for oth ers. 
While he encour aged read ers to “never lose a holy curi os
ity,” Einstein was unabashed in reminding them that even the 
holi est of curi os i ties will not fully break open the struc ture of 
ulti mate real ity.33 As he put it in a let ter to an Oberlin College 
stu dent, who in 1951 asked him the ulti mate ques tion “Why 
are we alive?”: “The ques tion ‘Why’ in the human sphere is 
easy to answer: to cre ate sat is fac tion for our self and for other 
peo ple. In the extrahuman sphere the ques tion has no mean
ing. Also the belief in God is no way out for in this case you 
may ask ‘Why God.’”34

A rather charm ing exam ple of how lay audi ences turned to 
Einstein to help them answer their ulti mate ques tions can be 
found in a let ter writ ten by a young girl named Phyllis, from 
the Riverside Church in Manhattan in 1936. Addressed to “My 
dear Dr. Einstein,” her let ter shared that:

We have brought up the ques tion: Do sci en tists pray? in our 

Sun day school class. It began by ask ing whether we could 

believe in both sci ence and reli gion … .

We will feel greatly hon ored if you will answer our ques tion: 

Do sci en tists pray, and what do they pray for?

We are in the sixth grade, Miss Ellis’s class.

Respectfully yours,

Phyllis

Less than a week later, on Jan u ary 24, 1936, Einstein penned 
Phyllis a reply:

Dear Phyllis,

I will attempt to reply to your ques tion as sim ply as I can. 

Here is my answer:

33 Albert Einstein, as 
quoted in “Death of 
a Genius: His fourth 
dimen sion, time, over-
takes Einstein,” Time 
(May 2, 1955), http:  /  /
content  .time  .com 
  /time  /sub-
scriber  /article 
 /0,33009,866292,00.
html, accessed Feb ru-
ary 28, 2022.

34 Albert Einstein to 
Marion Block, April 28, 
1951 as documented 
in themarginalian 
 .org, https:  /  /www 
 .themarginalian  .org 
 /2013  /11  /27  /einstein 
 -on  -why  -we  -are  -alive  /,  
accessed March 1, 
2022.
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Scientists believe that every occur rence, includ ing the 

affairs of human beings, is due to the laws of nature. There

fore a sci en tist can not be inclined to believe that the course 

of events can be influ enced by prayer, that is, by a super nat

u rally manifested wish.

However, we must con cede that our actual knowl edge of 

these forces is imper fect, so that in the end the belief in 

the exis tence of a final, ulti mate spirit rests on a kind of 

faith. Such belief remains wide spread even with the cur rent 

achieve ments in sci ence.

But also, every one who is seri ously involved in the pur suit 

of sci ence becomes con vinced that some spirit is man i fest 

in the laws of the uni verse, one that is vastly supe rior to that 

of man. In this way the pur suit of sci ence leads to a reli gious 

feel ing of a spe cial sort, which is surely quite dif fer ent from 

the reli gi os ity of some one more naive.

With cor dial greet ings,

your A. Einstein35

Alas, not all  of Einstein’s answers were so agree  able. Take, for 
exam ple, his response to a father named Robert Marcus who 
wrote him on Feb ru ary 9, 1950 ask ing him the impos si ble: is 
there an after life? The father wrote:

Last sum mer my 11yearold son died of polio …  His death has 
shattered the very struc ture of my exis tence, my very life has 
become an almost mean ing less void, for all  my dreams and 
aspi ra tions were some how asso ci ated with his future and his 
striv ings. I have tried dur ing the past months to fnd com fort 
for my anguished spirit, a mea sure of solace to help me bear 
the agony of los ing one dearer than life itself—an inno cent, 
duti ful and gifted child who was the vic tim of such a cruel fate. 
I have sought com fort in the belief that man has a spirit which 
attains immor tal ity—that some how, my son lives on in a higher 
world … .

35 This exchange is 
documented in Alice 
Calaprice, Dear Pro-
fessor Einstein: Albert 
Einstein’s Letters to 
and from Children 
(Amherst, NY, 2002), 
127-29.
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Marcus added “with out immor tal ity the world is moral chaos,” 
and then pleaded with Einstein:

I write you all  this because I have read your vol ume The 

World as I See It. On page 5 you stated: “Any indi vid ual who 

should sur vive his phys i cal death is beyond my com pre hen

sion … . Such emo tions are for the fears or absurd ego ism 

of fee ble souls.” And I inquire in the spirit of des per a tion, is 

there in your view no com fort, no con so la tion for what has 

hap pened …  [to] my beau ti ful dar ling child? … .

May I have a word from you? I need your help badly.

Sincerely yours, Robert S Marcus

Einstein wrote back three days later on Feb ru ary 12, 1950:

Dear Dr. Marcus:

A human being is part of the whole, called by us “Universe,” a 

part lim ited in time and space. He expe ri ences him self, his 

thoughts and feel ings as some thing sep a rated from the rest—a 

kind of opti cal delu sion of his con scious ness. The striv ing to free 

one self from this delu sion is the one issue of true reli gion. Not to 

nour ish the delu sion but to try to over come it is the way to reach 

the attain  able mea sure of peace of mind.

With my best wishes, sin cerely yours,

Albert Einstein36

Einstein responded here not to any griev ing father, but a 
griev ing father who also hap pened to be a rabbi. Dr. Robert 
S. Marcus was also known as Rabbi Robert S. Marcus, who 
was ordained in 1931 and served an Orthodox con gre ga tion 
before leav ing to work at the Amer i can Jew ish Congress and 
even tu ally as an Army chap lain during the Second World War. 
Rabbi Marcus was one of the first chap lains to gain access to 
Buchenwald and help in its lib er a tion in April of 1945. During 
its lib er a tion, he dis cov ered 904 Jew ish orphans at the camp, 

36 Marcus’s and Ein-
stein’s let ter exchange 
is documented in 
Naomi Levy’s Einstein 
and the Rabbi: Search-
ing for the Soul (New 
York, 2017).
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who were hid den by the adult inmates. Marcus made it his 
mis sion to care for the chil dren (among them was a young 
Elie Wiesel) and pro vide them all  safe pas sage out of Ger
many and to adop tive homes. After the war, Marcus became 
the polit i cal direc tor of the World Jew ish Congress, and from 
there one of the WJC’s rep re sen ta tives at the United Nations. 
It was in 1949, as he was en route to France to do advo cacy 
work on behalf of Euro pean Jews, when he got word that all  
three of his chil dren back home had been infected with polio, 
and his eldest son, age 11, did not sur vive. To pro cess his 
grief, he wrote to Einstein.

To be sure, any father who loses a child would be des per ate 
for answers whether there is a moral order to the uni verse, 
whether the soul is immor tal, whether God exists, and if so, 
whether that God is just and benev o lent. But the aston ish ing 
fact that this par tic u lar father was an Orthodox Jew ish rabbi 
(not to men tion that he expe ri enced first hand the hor rors of 
the Nazi geno cide, which Einstein him self escaped), makes 
an already heartrend ing exchange almost excru ci at ing to 
behold. Why Marcus thought a sec u lar phys i cist would have 
answers about the after life when he could have turned to his 
own faith tra di tion to find them, we will never know. Eleven 
months after receiv ing Einstein’s let ter, Rabbi Marcus died of 
a heart attack at the age of 41.37

37 For the fuller treat-
ment of Marcus’s biog-
ra phy, see: “Reviving 
Souls” in ibid., 15-22.

Figures 4 & 5. Albert 
Einstein’s pres ence on 
the inau gu ral issue 
of Wisdom mag a zine 
(1956) shows how lay 
audi ences thought 
of him: as a source 
of time less wis dom. 
Clearly some reli gious 
audi ences did as well, 
as we see in Einstein’s 
inclu sion among saints 
in the façade of the 
Riverside Church in 
Manhattan, built in 
1930. Young Phyllis  
attended Sun day 
school at the church, 
and so she and her 
sixthgrade class
ma tes likely passed 
by “St. Albert” every 
week.
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Ultimate Question 4: “What (a piece of work) is man?,” 
 revisited

Let us now meet up with Joseph Wood Krutch again, because 
his intel lec tual tra jec tory enables us to see how, in the twen
ti eth cen tury, ulti mate ques tions often transformed them
selves along with the think ers who posed them. In 1950, the 
same year that Einstein shared with Marcus his con vic tion 
that the “human being is part of the whole,” Joseph Wood 
Krutch moved from New York City to Tucson for a cli mate 
and life style more hos pi ta ble to the whole ness he was seek
ing. Krutch had built a vibrant career both as a pro fes sor 
of English at Colum bia University and as what we would 
today call a “pub lic intel lec tual,” writ ing a vari ety of crit i
cism and com men tary for non ac a demic audi ences. While 
it might seem that com ing out with his exces sively down
beat Modern Temper in the same year as the stock mar ket 
crash and at the dawn of the global eco nomic cri sis and the 
ris ing spec ters of Fascism and Nazism would have turned 
Krutch into a pretty unpop u lar writer, those unhappy turns 
of events likely helped boost his cred i bil ity as a sober and 
dis cern ing thinker. Indeed, Krutch emerged as one of the 
most esteemed, soughtafter intel lec tu als in inter war Amer
i can life. All of the books that fol low Modern Temper in his 
impres sive oeu vre traf ficked in ulti mate ques tions. But they 
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changed quite dra mat i cally as Krutch him self changed, thus 
show ing how urgent ques tions of mean ing shapeshifted 
depending on the larger social, polit i cal, and eco nomic con
texts in which they were framed, as well as the life course of 
those ask ing them.

In the 1940s, Krutch’s sen si bil ity and the sub jects of his moral 
inquiry under went a slow, sub tle, but unmis tak able trans for
ma tion. Krutch never backed off from his chal lenges to what 
he regarded as the arro gance of mod ern sci ence, but he did 
start to appre ci ate what might be pos si ble with a more nat
u ral is tic view of man. That is, he started to look at the nat
u ral world and recon sider whether it was so inhos pi ta ble to 
human flourishing after all .

In the 1940s, Krutch embarked on writ ing a biog ra phy of 
Henry David Thoreau, which helped him recon sider what he 
called “human nature and the human con di tion” by reex
amining the nat u ral world through his pro tag o nist’s eyes. 
Thoreau’s “sim ple, selfsus tain ing exis tence” dur ing his 
twoyear exper i ment liv ing close to nature at Walden Pond 
“was not an end in itself.” “Thoreau was …  enough of a Tran
scendentalist to believe that there was also some ulti mate 
truth beyond ‘phe nom ena’ and ‘actu al ity’ which could be 
caught only, if at all , by grace of direc tion, superratio nal 
com mu ni ca tion from nature to man.”38 Krutch’s biog ra phy 
of Thoreau, quickly followed by his first col lec tion of nature 
writ ings, The Twelve Seasons (1949), marked a strik ing redi
rec tion in his searching prose, and the begin ning of a new 
path as nature writer.39

To be sure, Krutch the nature writer of the 1950s and 1960s 
remained very much a human ist, never los ing his focus on 
ques tions about what makes a human life sig nif i cant. But he 
no lon ger used the dis par ag ing image of the fever ish ant hill to 
think about mod ern human ity, and instead adopted a lyr i cal 
vision of birds. He began to exam ine the sub lime plea sures of 
being part of the nat u ral world, and noted that having a place 

39 The works of the 
later Krutch who made 
his fame (anew) as a 
nature writer and envi-
ron men tal ist include 
The Desert Year 
(1951), The Measure 
of Man (1954), The 
Voice of the Desert 
(1954), The Grand 
Canyon (1957), and 
more. On Krutch’s 
trans for ma tion from 
lit er ary critic to nature 
writer and nat u ral ist, 
see: John Margolis, 
Joseph Wood Krutch: A 
Writer’s Life (Knox-
ville, 1980); James I. 
McClintock, “Joseph 
Wood Krutch, “Met-
abiologist” in Nature’s 
Kindred Spirits (Mad-
ison, 1994), 46-65; 
Robert Rowley, “Joseph 
Wood Krutch: The 
Forgotten Voice of the 
Desert,” The Amer i can 
Scholar, 64 (Summer 
1995): 438-43.

38 Joseph Wood Krutch, 
Henry David Thoreau 
(New York, 1948), 78.
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within “the great chain of life” warranted awe and rev er ence 
rather than fear and trem bling.40 Exchanging a lan guage of 
declen sion for inter con nec ted ness, Krutch observed that 
“one of the most strik ing aspects of the human con di tion is 
the sim ple fact that we share the earth with a vast num ber and 
a vast vari ety of other liv ing things.”41 Thus Krutch delighted 
in the “intri cate mar vel” of the des ert toad and the rag ged 
land scapes of the south west.42 Nature, though, is “more than 
a tonic.”43 It is a site—and to his mind sturdy evi dence—of 
larger struc tures of mean ing. “Personally, I feel both hap pier 
and more secure when I am reminded that I have the back
ing of some thing older and per haps more per ma nent than I 
am—the some thing, I mean, which taught the flower to count 
to five and the bee tle to know that spots are more pleas ing 
if arranged in a def i nite order. Some of the most impor tant 
secrets are, they assure me, known to oth ers beside myself.”44 
Humility, awe, won der, patience, rev er ence: these were the 
lessons of the natural world. This is the Krutch who now 
wanted mod erns to find a home in nature, and even exis ten
tial con so la tion in nat u ral ism.

With Krutch’s turn to nature, and with it a more nat u ral is tic 
per spec tive, he con tin ued to ask the impos si ble. However, he 

Figure 6. Joseph Wood 
Krutch in Tucson, Ari
zona ca. 1960, mak ing 
a home in nature and 
a space for “mean
ing less” ques tions. 
Courtesy of the Ari
zonaSonora Desert 
Museum.

42 Joseph Wood 
Krutch, The Best of 
Two Worlds (New York, 
1950), 170.

43 Krutch, The Best 
Nature Writing, 14, 
251.

44 Krutch, The Best of 
Two Worlds, 170, 128.

40 Joseph Wood 
Krutch, The Great 
Chain of Life (Bos ton, 
1957).

41 Joseph Wood 
Krutch, The Best 
Nature Writing of 
Joseph Wood Krutch 
(New York, 1969), 14.
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no lon ger sought a God’s eye view—or even a dis en chanted 
mod ern’s human eye view—but rather a perspective atten tive 
to the inter de pen dence of the human and non hu man world. 
While aware ness of the inter con nec ted ness of man and nature 
can be psy chi cally con sol ing and aes thet i cally enlivening, for 
Krutch it also came with an urgent moral imper a tive to rec og
nize that human beings are “the most dan ger ous pred a tor[s]” 
put ting other spe cies and them selves at grave risk, and that 
“con ser va tion is not enough.”45

For the nat u ral ist Krutch, “What [a piece of work] is man?” no 
lon ger stood as the ulti mate of ulti mate ques tions, grip ping 
his moral imag i na tion. Nevertheless, he remained defi ant in 
his endorse ment of “the mean ing of the mean ing less ques
tion,” argu ing that to nar row the scope of mod ern inquiry only 
to ques tions that have ver i fi able, repro duc ible answers, is to 
nar row mod erns’ “field of com pe tence [to] tech nol ogy rather 
than what used to be called wis dom.”46 This Krutch was more 
ecu men i cal in terms of his appre ci a tion of impos si ble ques
tions; but he was quite sure what ever they asked, that their 
answers must widen the field for epi ste mic humil ity and a 
human ism that embraces nat u ral ism.

Conclusion

The hand ful of phi los o phers (James and Russell), lit er ary and 
social crit ics (Krutch, 1.0), chil dren’s book authors (SaintEx
upéry), reli gious and sci en tific pub lic mor al ists (Heschel, 
Thurman, Tillich, Goodall, and Einstein), and envi ron men
tal ists (Krutch 2.0), exam ined here offers noth ing more than 
a tiny and imper fect sam pling of the vari ety of twen ti eth
cen tury Amer i can and Euro pean intel lec tu als who nav i gated 
the per sis tent yearn ing to ask ulti mate ques tions, either of 
them selves or on behalf of oth ers. Though they rec og nized 
the impos si bil ity of answer ing ulti mate ques tions with ulti
mate answers, they nev er the less rec og nized their impor tance 
for liv ing the exam ined life. Indeed, some went so far as to 

45 Krutch, Best Nature 
Writing, 346; Joseph 
Wood Krutch, “Conser-
vation is not Enough!,” 
Amer i can Scholar 
(Summer 1954):  
295-305.

46 Joseph Wood 
Krutch, “The Meaning 
of the Meaningless 
Question,” in Human 
Nature and the Human 
Condition (New York, 
1959), 155-67.
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sug gest that only the most impos si ble ques tions warranted 
our atten tion. As Milan Kundera put it in Nesnesitelná lehkost 
bytí47 [The Unbearable Lightness of Being] (1984): “The only 
truly seri ous ques tions are ones that even a child can for mu
late. Only the most naïve of ques tions are truly seri ous. They 
are the ques tions with no answers. A ques tion with no answer 
is a bar rier that can not be breached. In other words, it is a 
ques tion with no answers that set the lim its of human pos si
bil i ties, describe the bound aries of human exis tence.”48

It is not hard to imag ine Kundera in con ver sa tion with the other 
think ers explored here. We can envi sion him and Krutch in frm 
agree ment that ulti mate ques tions help us to under stand the bor
ders of our shared human ity. We can imag ine that Einstein might 
partly agree, not ing that a “holy curi os ity” can push at the bound
aries of what is know able and unknow able and might show us 
that there are indeed ver i f able answers to some of our impos si ble 
ques tions. Or we might imag ine SaintExupéry reformulating Kun
dera’s claim by say ing that only chil dren are will ing to ask the seri
ous ques tions, whereas adults for got how to do so. As we eaves drop 
on these imag ined con ver sa tions, we can hear the spe cifc con di
tions of their his tor i cal moment press ing their felt urgency into a 
distinct form and mode of expres sion. In this giveandtake, we 
can see how some of the most urgent exis ten tial ques tions of the 
twen ti eth cen tury took their par tic u lar and often pecu liar shape in 
response to cri sis. For the ear lier Krutch it was the cri sis of “moder
nity,” for SaintExupéry it was the cri sis of the Second World War, 
for the later Krutch it was the creep ing envi ron men tal cri sis in the 
United States, and a nation not yet awak ened to its threat, and for 
Kundera, it was a response to the Soviet crushing of the Prague 
Spring, his forced exile, or both.

Ultimate ques tions in the twentyfrst cen tury are sim i larly born 
of cri sis. But unlike ear lier iter a tions, one of the most urgent ques
tions of our own time in fact has answers that are nei ther unknown 
nor unknow able but are right in front of us, with blaz ing clar ity. 
Though we may still need a child to pose them. After all , it is the 
teen age Swed ish envi ron men tal activ ist Greta Thunberg who is 

47 The novel was first 
published in French 
trans la tion as L’in-
soutenable légèreté de 
l’être.

48 Milan Kundera, 
Unbearable Light-
ness of Being, transl. 
Michael Henry Heim 
(New York, 1984), 139.
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chal leng ing us with the ulti mate of ulti mate ques tions today. “We 
deserve a safe future. And we demand a safe future,” she main
tained in 2019, fed up with adults who are pass ing onto her and the 
world’s chil dren a dev as tated planet. “Is that too much to ask?”49

Figure 7. Greta Thun
berg posed the ulti
mate ques tion of our 
day, press ing adults 
who had bequeathed 
their chil dren a bro ken 
planet. “We deserve 
a safe future. And we 
demand a safe future. 
Is that too much to 
ask?”

49 Greta Thunberg, 
Speech at New York 
Climate Strike (Sep-
tem ber 2019), https: 
 /  /www  .theguardian 
 .com  /environment  /
video  /2019  /sep  /21  /we 
 -will  -make  -them  -hear 
 -us  -greta  -thunbergs 
 -speech  -to  -new  -york 
 -climate  -strike  -video, 
accessed Feb ru ary 27, 
2022.


