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It seems that one’s twilight years can be a very fertile period
for pondering ultimate questions of existence and the mean-
ing of life. This certainly was the case for the nineteenth-
century British philosopher Herbert Spencer, who in 1902,
at the age of 83 (one year before he died), sought to lay bare
the “riddle of existence.” He contemplated: “Old people must
have many reflections in common ... 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 postponed, there results an
increasing tendency to meditate upon ultimate questions.”’
What is striking about this otherwise very common move is
that it was coming from a famed atheist and materialist who
spent his career pushing modern thought away from specula-
tion about the ultimate nature of things—what he called “the
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Unknowable” for it “is for ever inscrutable.”? Modern think-
ers’ time was better spent discerning unmistakable reality,
laid bare by evolution, which brings lofty questions about the
universe down to earth. Spencer endorsed what he called “the
survival of the fittest,”® a view that human society works by
the natural—if unlovely—laws of tooth and claw, and that any
attempt to gussy this up was willful romanticism and fruitless.
But facing his own mortality, Spencer wondered why non-
believers like himself should ask questions about the func-
tion of the universe only and be deprived of asking ultimate
questions about its larger meaning.

What are ultimate questions? Many of them are with us today,
even if they are not ones that trouble us on a daily basis. They
include questions like:

Do human beings have free will?

Do human beings have a soul?

Is the soul immortal?

What is true happiness?

Is pleasure a good?

What is the good life?

What is the meaning of life?

Does God exist?

And if there is a God, how was God created?
How should I live?

There is no single sourcebook for ultimate questions. The
Stoics asked how our mortality should inform our lives.
Renaissance thinkers asked whether man had a special sta-
tus in God’s creation. For Enlightenment philosophers, ulti-
mate questions grew out of a fundamental concern with the
scope and nature of human freedom. Ultimate questions
may be ultimate, but the forms they take are not universal.
Because they are invariably products of a specific time and
place in human history, they bear the traces of the contexts in
which they are posed. They are therefore master shapeshift-
ers. Often they are born of crisis: some large-scale, like war,
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famine, economic collapse, and what we today would call a
“natural disaster” but in earlier times was understood as the
workings of an angry God’s will. Throughout history people
have been pressed to ask the impossible in response to some-
thing more personal—Ilike illness, impending death, or the
death of a loved one. However, ultimate questions typically
have a shared feature—they are the kinds of big, audacious,
searching, questions that seek to get beyond the limited eco-
nomic, political, and moral conditions in which they were for-
mulated, and to ask: Why? How? Whence? Whither? They seek
answers that move beyond what is apparent to what is hidden.
They seek to go beyond the furthest reaches of human possi-
bility and grasp that which abides long after the human who
poses them is dead and buried—ashes to ashes, dust to dust.
They are the questions that seek to pierce the veil between the
knowable and the unknowable. They are an expression of the
human longing for transcendence.*

Asking impossible ultimate questions confesses a desire to
get beyond the noise, the blinders, the time-bound, place-
bound, tradition-bound, and to challenge the once radiant
truths that have become dimmed, deformed, or destroyed by
the hubris of their unquestioned authority.

Today, posing “ultimate questions” may seem like a worthy
enough pursuit. But to a growing number of European and
American thinkers during the late nineteenth century, these
sorts of questions started to look pretty silly. The direction
of modern thought—driven by an increasing empiricism,
positivism, naturalism, and materialism (the sorts of scien-
tific understanding that Herbert Spencer exemplified and
fearlessly pursued)—disavowed them as hopelessly ideal-
istic, sentimental, and otherworldly, and therefore unwor-
thy of serious consideration. This is the period when the
modern research university was coming into full form with
a new generation of academic intellectuals at work carv-
ing up domains of inquiry and knowledge into narrower
and narrower specialties—or what came to be referred to
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as “intellectual disciplines.” This is the period in European
and American thought when the natural and social sciences
were gaining intellectual authority while theology and meta-
physics were losing their spheres of influence in the acad-
emy. The late nineteenth century is when modern thinkers
worked to professionalize knowledge by narrowing the
field of inquiry and posing only those questions that were
deemed answerable and verifiable by experts’ standards.
They wanted a clearer set of ground rules for questions and
answers which would be deemed intellectually legitimate
and authoritative.® So out with ultimate questions, and in
with randomized control trials.

This move toward increased specialization, professionaliza-
tion, and secularization had implications across all fields of
knowledge in the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
academy, in particular, and in northern transatlantic intellec-
tual life more broadly. But it had the greatest ramifications for
philosophy, which, given its historical linkages to theology,
had long been regarded the “queen” of the speculative sci-
ences. Now, however, philosophers were eager to dissociate
themselves from theologians, and they made dramatic efforts
to reduce their domain of inquiry by leaving behind cosmol-
ogy, ontology, and aesthetics, and limiting their jurisdiction
to epistemology (the nature and scope of knowledge) and
logic (the study of reasoning). While some applauded and
others mourned the abandonment of ultimate questions, all
recognized the need to keep philosophy in line with the winds
of modern thought.®

Harvard philosopher and psychologist William James stands
out as a voice of protest. He understood the value of scientific
testing, but he also had a heart that ached for larger ques-
tions of the human self, meaning, and morality—questions
that gave life a sense of purpose and even grandeur. James
longed for the existential consolation of religion even though
he could not quite be a believer himself. As he observed in
1879: “Now our Science tells our Faith that she is shameful,
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and our Hopes that they are dupes; our Reverence for truth
leads to conclusions that make all reverence a falsehood.””
James thus developed his “pragmatic method,” which would
come to be known as philosophical “pragmatism,” to wel-
come the human desire to ask these larger ultimate ques-
tions, while encouraging modern inquirers to recognize that
their answers could be only provisional and partial, and that
they needed to be tested against their own experiences. For
James, then, the question moderns should ask was no lon-
ger: Does God exist?—which he considered an unanswerable
question. But rather: What does belief in God make possible
for human beings? Now that’s a question that is answerable,
according to James. What James sought at the dawn of the
twentieth century was a rapprochement between science
and religion—and one that preserved a space for asking ulti-
mate questions and for what he called “the will to believe”
in answering them.? This meant believing in something even
when the evidence for it was not forthcoming. What James
wanted was to have modern inquiry “[widen] the field of
search for God.”?

There would not be much more to this story if James’s
line of argument had been more persuasive to his fellow
philosophers. But he was not without his formidable critics,
many of whom regarded his philosophy as naive empiricism
mixed with guileless romanticism.
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Just two years after James’s death in 1910, the British philoso-
pher Bertrand Russell sought to set the record straight about
the limits and possibilities of modern philosophy in his Prob-
lems of Philosophy (1912). According to Russell, modern phi-
losophy certainly can pose and seek to answer what he called
“ultimate questions,” but must not do so “carelessly and dog-
matically as we do in ordinary life and even in the sciences,
but critically, after exploring all that makes such vague ques-
tions puzzling.” Indeed, he maintained that

philosophy is to be studied, not for the sake of any definite
answers to its questions, since no definite answers can, as a
rule, be known to be true, but rather for the sake of the ques-
tions themselves; because these questions enlarge our concep-
tion of what is possible, enrich our intellectual imagination and
diminish the dogmatic assurance which closes the mind against
speculation.’

However, in the years that followed, though he had some
words of affection for James, Russell repeatedly ridiculed
what he regarded as the American pragmatist’s fast and loose
regard for “facts” and his vague conception of “experience.”
James’s genial pluralism seemed to Russell to be “benevo-
lence, not philosophy,” for to be philosophy, inquiry must
observe “the moral duty of veracity.”!! Russell thus sought to
narrow (to the point of oblivion) James’s widened 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 question mark
on things you have long taken for granted.”'?

Russell essentially engaged in a philosophical brawl with
many of the foremost early twentieth-century philosophers on
both sides of the northern Atlantic. The horrors of the First
World War—the belligerent nationalism; the religious, racial
and ethnic chauvinism; the blood and iron imperialism; not
to mention the trenches, flamethrowers, and mustard gas—
added urgency to philosophers’ internal debates about how
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to adjudicate contradictory truth claims. But while philoso-
phers were busy tending to difficult technical matters of their
transforming field and turning their attentions from a larger
educated audience to one another, ultimate questions slipped
out from their traditional domains of authority and started to
migrate to other fields of twentieth-century inquiry, including
cultural criticism, literature and the arts, and even the natural
sciences. It is these other domains that I want to explore here.

Where did ultimate questions go when they lost much of their
authority and credibility in professional philosophy? What
forms did they take? What uncertainties and longings did they
seek to assuage, and why?

Before turning to explore some of the peregrinations of ulti-
mate questions in twentieth-century American and European
thought, it is helpful to consider how I, as a historian, go about
tracking them. A fruitful method here is what intellectual his-
torian Sarah Igo describes as “free-range intellectual history.”'?
It is an approach that is necessary when a particular dis-
course—like “ultimate questions”—slips out of its disciplinary
and institutional settings and starts to wander off into other
domains and registers of twentieth-century thought, some-
times very far from its original home. During and after the First
World War, an increasing number and variety of intellectuals
began to welcome (or at least not recoil from) the pressure of
accountability to a larger audience of nonspecialists, who felt
whiplashed by the traumas of modernization, and eager for
direction and clarity. This is not to say that professional phi-
losophers and theologians wholly abandoned them. Nor is it
to suggest that their seminar rooms, lecture halls, seminaries,
and places of worship resembled battery cages for idea produc-
tion. But I think there is a value—indeed a high necessity—for
the historian to pay close attention to moments of intellec-
tual rupture, when a discourse gets adopted, transformed,
and repurposed in diverse—and often unexpected—genres
of thought. After the war, ultimate questions traversed a wide
range of inquiry, to which no short talk can fully do justice.
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But this talk can, at least, draw our attention to a handful of
notable episodes in their journey: through cultural criticism;
children’s literature; popular discourses of science, which at
mid-century molded into a form of moral inquiry; and nature
writing, before circling back to the relevance of asking impos-
sible “ultimate questions” for us today.

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

Let us start with an ultimate question as it appeared to the
American literary critic Joseph Wood Krutch in 1929. At the
time, Krutch was a well-respected drama critic for the Nation
magazine, but it was his exceptionally bleak jeremiad The
Modern Temper—a stark counterpoint to the riotous image
of the “roaring twenties”—that established his reputation
as an influential humanist and public moralist in twentieth-
century American life. Surveying the consequences of mod-
ern science for man’s view of himself and his world, the book
turned the exclamatory sentence of Shakespeare’s Hamlet—
“What a piece of work is man?” into an interrogatory one. This
question was one that Krutch was unable and ill-disposed
to answer with Shakespeare: “how infinite in faculties, ... in
action how like an angel, in apprehension how like a god.”"
Krutch’s modern man was in no way an angel, and certainly
not like a god—though, in his arrogance, the modern scien-
tist sought to pull the entire universe into the range of human
comprehension and mastery.

Krutch argued that the universe revealed by modern knowl-
edge was either mechanistic or organic, neither of which make
it particularly hospitable for human flourishing. He believed
that tragedy was no longer possible for the modern mind
because it required a noble sense of man, which Freud had
turned into rubbish. “A tragic writer does not have to believe
in God, but he must believe in man.” The terrible paradox that
modern knowledge presents for modern man is that he has
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been rendered just another mean creature trapped in nature’s
“blind thirst for life” The only difference between him and
nonhuman creatures is that he is cursed with the conscious-
ness of being in a world inhospitable to his craving for moral
orientation and meaning. Krutch thundered:

God, instead of disappearing in an instant, has retreated step by
step and surrendered gradually his control of the universe ... .
[T]he role which he plays grows less and less, and man is left more
and more alone in a universe to which he is completely alien. His
world was once, like the child’s world, three-quarters myth and
poetry. His teleological concepts molded it into a form which he
could appreciate and he gave to it moral laws which would make
it meaningful, but step by step the outlines of nature have thrust
themselves upon him, and for the dream which he made is sub-
stituted a reality devoid of any pattern which he can understand.

For Krutch, no degree of intellectual modernization will keep
man from being an “ethical animal.” And yet the problem with
modern knowledge was that it yielded an image of “a universe
which contains no ethical element.”*
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Krutch's Modern Temper is Max Weber’s “disenchantment of
the world” on steroids and depressants. It took a dark view
of the consequences of modern scientific culture for the
human types in its wake. Modern industrial society created
the human being who will “perform without question the part
assigned to him in the division of labor.” This modern society
“owes both its stability and efficient harmony to the absence
of any tendency on the part of individuals ... to question the
value of existence.” For Krutch, to question is human, butin a
thoroughly naturalistic worldview, the human is just another
creepy, crawly creature, whose tendency to ask questions
about “the human condition” is nothing more than a bur-
den for his smooth functioning. For Krutch, then, the modern
world is more hospitable to the ant than to man. “When a man
looks at an ant he realizes the meaning of his humanity.” After
all, the ant has “no art and no philosophy,” but this is all to the
good because these two forms of human inquiry and expres-
sion have no place in the modern world.'®

Krutch’s “confession” may best be understood as a protest not
only against transformations in modern knowledge but also
against the sorts of inquiry deemed legitimate for the mod-
ern mind. “As soon as one begins to raise a question as to the
purpose of life,” he averred, “then the problem of conduct-
ing that life ceases to be merely a problem of technique and
begins to involve certain ultimate questions concerning the
end which we wish to reach or concerning what may prop-
erly be called success in life.” Krutch seemed convinced that
the universe did not much care to respond to humans’ pesky
and outmoded ultimate questions, but “at least ... we have
discovered the trick which has been played upon us and that
whatever else we may be we are no longer dupes.” The Modern
Temper thus ends on ultimate questions as a form of protest:
“Ours is a lost cause and there is no place for us in the natural
universe, but we are not, for all that, sorry to be human. We
should rather die as men than live as animals.”'"
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Ultimate Question 2: Look up at the Sky. Ask Yourselves: is it
yes or no?

Over the course of the twentieth century, ultimate ques-
tions have taken strange forms, and they have been posed by
strange figures, both real and imagined. There is no straight
line from Joseph Wood Krutch’s interwar social criticism to
the mid-century burgeoning children’s book industry in the
United States. And yet the case of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
suggests that American and European authors who built a
career writing for adults came to identify writing for young
readers as a legitimate mode of yearning for the unknowable.
Some of the more notable examples of twentieth-century
authors who made their fame writing for adults before writing
a book (or more) for children 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.
Saint-Exupéry is particularly striking because, unlike the oth-
ers, he is best known as a children’s book author (though his
entire corpus, with the exception of The Little Prince, was writ-
ten for adults). Why the pivot to a children’s book? Because,
according to Saint- Exupéry, only children were still allowed
to “look up at the sky” and ask the impossible.®

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s 1943 The Little Prince is one of many
examples of the migration of ultimate questions into twentieth-
century children’s literature.!® Saint-Exupéry had made a name
for himself with his novel Vol de Nuit [Night Flight] in 1931 and
continued to build an international reputation with his memoirs
Terre des hommes [with the title Wind, Sand and Stars in English
translation] in 1939, and Pilote de guerre [Flight to Arras) in 1942.
But faced with fragile health, disconsolate in his unintended 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 thoroughly dispirited with a world again at war, Saint-Ex-
upéry took refuge in “the child’s world [of] myth and poetry,
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Figure 3. Antoine de
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The Little Prince
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will ever understand
[matters] of so much
importance.”
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ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPERY

which Krutch believed the acids of modernity had destroyed. If,
as Krutch saw it, asking “ultimate questions” was no longer really
dignified to the stoutly modern, secular mind—if it was time to
put away childish things—fine, then: Let a child ask them! And
that’s exactly what Saint-Exupéry set out to do. As the narrator of
The Little Prince puts it: “Grown-ups never understand anything
by themselves, and it is tiresome for children to be always and for-
ever explaining things to them.”*

The story begins with an aviator who is stranded in the desert
and encounters a strange little boy—a little prince, who, we
learn, hails from Asteroid B-612, which was the size of a house,
and where he lived alone with a single rose, three volcanoes,
and a pesky infestation of baobab trees. The little prince had
what appears to be a lover’s quarrel with a petulant, fragile
rose, and takes off with a flock of birds to other planets, where
he encounters a king, a conceited man, a drunkard, a busi-
nessman, a lamplighter, a geographer—all in some way dehu-
manized, reduced to their mere functions, unable to break
out of their mindless habits and blinkered understanding. All
lacked curiosity and a sense of wonder. He then makes it to
Earth where he discovers that all the problems of these other

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



planets are scaled up—and with them, the sense of wonder
and existential comforts are scaled down.*

The Little Prince is crowded with ultimate concerns. But it
raises questions and then provides tantalizingly, frustratingly,
incomplete answers. Why the crazy plague of baobab trees?
It’s not clear, but what is clear is that the little prince has to
take good care of his planet or else it will be destroyed. Why
the love of a single, demanding flower—especially 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 explanations; what it does need, however, is care. The
little prince meets a fox who wants the prince to tame him:
“One only understands the things that one tames,” said the
fox. “Men have no more time to understand anything. They
buy things all ready made at the shops. But there is no shop
anywhere where one can buy friendship, and so men have no
friends any more. If you want a friend, tame me.” This sly fox
also tells the little prince a hint about the unknowable: “What
is essential is invisible to the eye.”*

The Little Prince is also a meditation on the frustration of yearn-
ing for answers to questions and not getting them. Curiosity is
essential, but it is often greeted by an inscrutable, reticent uni-
verse. There is a scene where the little prince climbs a high moun-
tain on this strange planet called Earth, and says to the universe
“Good morning,” and hears in response: “Good morning-good

» w

morning.

» w

Who are you?’ says the little prince.” “Who are you—
Who-are you—who are you?’ answered the echo.” In his inno-
cence, the little prince calls out: “Be my friends, I am all alone,’
thinking that the voices are coming from a number of children. “I
am all alone—all alone—all alone, answered the echo.” Saint-Ex-
upéry here shows the same indignity as Krutch, where the ear-
nest inquirer calls out to an indifferent universe and receives no

answer, only an echo.”

The Little Prince opens with a line that was shared by other
authors who turned to children’s literature to ask their
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ultimate questions: “All grown-ups were once children—
although few of them remember it.”** This line—like the little
book from which it came—is singular. But the move its author
made—using the garb of childhood innocence and curiosity
to hunger after the unknowable—became increasingly pop-
ular, though few of these other experiments would achieve
even a tiny fraction of The Little Prince’s critical and commer-
cial success. Saint-Exupéry would not live long enough to see
his book in print, nor to discover that it would be translated
into 250 languages and become the second most read book
worldwide since its 1943 publication. He left America in April
1943 to join a French squadron in Algeria, and a year later
went missing on a reconnaissance mission that departed
from Corsica on July 31, 1944, never to be heard from again.?

Ultimate Question 3: Is God Dead?; Or, What are the limits
of a “holy curiosity”?

Joseph Wood Krutch’s secular apologia for faith was premature.
God did not “retreat step by step” from twentieth-century moral
imaginations. So when editors at Time magazine ran a stark
black-and-red cover on April 8, 1966 asking: “Is God Dead?”
(referring to its lead article about a small circle of “death of
God” theologians), they knew full well that their readers would
answer—with more than a touch of outrage—in the negative.
(And they, of course, counted on this outrage to help catalyze
brisk sales). They knew that the question was provocative rather
than sincere because they ran it at a time when religious affili-
ation in the United States was, by many measures, on the rise.*

Despite the surge in religiosity, several of the most promi-
nent mid-century religious intellectuals in the United States
felt pressed to defend their abiding commitment to a theistic
universe, especially in light of the Holocaust, the bombing of
Nagasaki and Hiroshima, and the widespread devastation of
the Second World War. It is at this time that we see stirring
defenses of religion by clergy and theologians, who main-
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tained that the horrors and dislocations of the twentieth-
century world demanded the continual reckoning with the
unknowable. For theologian and Civil Rights activist Howard
Thurman, “suffering ... [is a] vast but solitary arena. It is here
that [the person] faces the authentic adversary. He looks into
the depth of the abyss of life and raises the ultimate question
about the meaning of existence. He comes face to face with
whatever is his conception of ultimate authority, his God.”*’
Polish émigré rabbi and Civil Rights activist Abraham Joshua
Heschel maintained that “the realm of the ineffable rather
than speculation is the climate in which the ultimate ques-
tion comes into being, and in its natural abode ... the ques-
tion must be studied.”?® And the exiled German Protestant
theologian Paul Tillich insisted that “religion is the state of
being grasped by an ultimate concern, a concern which qual-
ifies all other concerns as preliminary and which itself con-
tains the answer to the question of the meaning of our life.”*
Though coming from different faith traditions, all these reli-
gious thinkers sought to demonstrate that religious faith was
the natural home of ultimate questions about the self (or
soul) and the world, neither of which could be usurped by
science.”

Though the United States remained a deeply pious country,
the modern sciences, with their capacity to map the universe,
the human psyche, and genetic codes, enjoyed deep and wide-
spread reverence as well. Many Americans still hungered after
what they regarded as unknowable, but they sought guidance
on their “ultimate questions” from professional scientists.’’ No
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doubt, after the shocks and horrors of the Second World War, an
increasing number of commentators looked at the atomic bomb
as an example of the amoral—even immoral—arrogance of sci-
ence to prostrate itself and turn its discoveries into technologies
of doom and destruction. Just as religious commentators felt
pressed to defend their tenacious faith in God, professional sci-
entists felt called to account for the role of science in making such
widespread devastation possible. They were called to account
not only for the “hows” of the world (that is the workings of the
world), but also, and more importantly for the “whys” (that is,
questions of meaning).

Many of the marquee figures of post-World War II modern sci-
ence were sought out by their publics to provide answers to their
“ultimate questions.” Theoretical physicists Albert Einstein and
Robert Oppenheimer; physician and medical researcher Jonas
Salk; anthropologists Margaret Mead, Gregory Bateson, and Ash-
ley Montagu; primatologist Jane Goodall; mathematician Jacob
Bronowski; astronomer Carl Sagan; and biologist E.O. Wilson all
understood that lay audiences turned to them as their “North
Star” for the question whether the unknown would always remain
unknowable. Some of these scientists reluctantly and others with
great gusto explained how their scientific discoveries offered per-
spectives on human ethics even if the subject of their research had
nothing to do with human ethics, or even human beings for that
matter. Lay audiences often turned to Goodall, for example, not
for information on chimpanzees in Tanzania but rather for what
living among chimpanzees in Tanzania had taught her about what
it means to be human. (One of her answers was that humans,
unlike their chimp relatives, ask the “whys” of their existence:
“Man demands an explanation of the mystery of his being and the
wonder of the world around him and the cosmos above him.”*?)
Similarly, lay audiences often turned to Carl Sagan not for an
explanation of the formation of the stars but rather how his under-
standing of space, time, motion, and matter could help human
beings explain themselves to themselves.
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Einstein, in particular, was repeatedly asked how—or if—he
reconciled his scientific theories with a view of the divine,
and he was repeatedly prodded to reconcile them for others.
While he encouraged readers to “never lose a holy curios-
ity,” Einstein was unabashed in reminding them that even the
holiest of curiosities will not fully break open the structure of
ultimate reality.*® As he put it in a letter to an Oberlin College
student, who in 1951 asked him the ultimate question “Why
are we alive?”: “The question ‘Why’ in the human sphere is
easy to answer: to create satisfaction for ourself and for other
people. In the extra-human sphere the question has no mean-
ing. Also the belief in God is no way out for in this case you
may ask ‘Why God.”**

A rather charming example of how lay audiences turned to
Einstein to help them answer their ultimate questions can be
found in a letter written by a young girl named Phyllis, from
the Riverside Church in Manhattan in 1936. Addressed to “My
dear Dr. Einstein,” her letter shared that:

We have brought up the question: Do scientists pray? in our
Sunday school class. It began by asking whether we could
believe in both science and religion ... .

We will feel greatly honored if you will answer our question:
Do scientists 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 January 24, 1936, Einstein penned
Phyllis a reply:

Dear Phyllis,

I will attempt to reply to your question as simply as I can.
Here is my answer:
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However, we must concede that our actual knowledge of
these forces is imperfect, so that in the end the belief in
the existence of a final, ultimate spirit rests on a kind of
faith. Such belief remains widespread even with the current
achievements in science.

But also, everyone who is seriously involved in the pursuit
of science becomes convinced that some spirit is manifest
in the laws of the universe, one that is vastly superior to that
of man. In this way the pursuit of science leads to a religious
feeling of a special sort, which is surely quite different from

the religiosity of someone more naive.

With cordial greetings,

your A. Einstein*

Alas, not all of Einstein’s answers were so agreeable. Take, for
example, his response to a father named Robert Marcus who
wrote him on February 9, 1950 asking him the impossible: is
there an afterlife? The father wrote:

Last summer my 11-year-old son died of polio ... His death has
shattered the very structure of my existence, my very life has
become an almost meaningless void, for all my dreams and
aspirations were somehow associated with his future and his
strivings. I have tried during the past months to find comfort
for my anguished spirit, a measure of solace to help me bear
the agony of losing one dearer than life itself—an innocent,
dutiful and gifted child who was the victim of such a cruel fate.
I have sought comfort in the belief that man has a spirit which
attains immortality—that somehow, my son lives on in a higher
world ... .
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Marcus added “withoutimmortality the world is moral chaos,”
and then pleaded with Einstein:

I write you all this because I have read your volume The
World as I See It. On page 5 you stated: “Any individual who
should survive his physical death is beyond my comprehen-
sion ... . Such emotions are for the fears or absurd egoism
of feeble souls.” And I inquire in the spirit of desperation, is
there in your view no comfort, no consolation for what has
happened ... [to] my beautiful darling 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 February 12, 1950:
Dear Dr. Marcus:

A human being is part of the whole, called by us “Universe,” a
part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his
thoughts and feelings as something separated from the rest—a
kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. The striving to free
oneself from this delusion is the one issue of true religion. Not to
nourish the delusion but to try to overcome it is the way to reach
the attainable measure of peace of mind.

With my best wishes, sincerely yours,
Albert Einstein®®

Einstein responded here not to any grieving father, but a
grieving father who also happened 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 congregation
before leaving to work at the American Jewish Congress and
eventually as an Army chaplain during the Second World War.
Rabbi Marcus was one of the first chaplains to gain access to
Buchenwald and help in its liberation in April of 1945. During
its liberation, he discovered 904 Jewish orphans at the camp,
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Figures 4 & 5. Albert
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who were hidden by the adult inmates. Marcus made it his
mission to care for the children (among them was a young
Elie Wiesel) and provide them all safe passage out of Ger-
many and to adoptive homes. After the war, Marcus became
the political director of the World Jewish Congress, and from
there one of the WJC’s representatives at the United Nations.
It was in 1949, as he was en route to France to do advocacy
work on behalf of European Jews, when he got word that all
three of his children back home had been infected with polio,
and his eldest son, age 11, did not survive. To process his
grief, he wrote to Einstein.

To be sure, any father who loses a child would be desperate
for answers whether there is a moral order to the universe,
whether the soul is immortal, whether God exists, and if so,
whether that God is just and benevolent. But the astonishing
fact that this particular father was an Orthodox Jewish rabbi
(not to mention that he experienced firsthand the horrors of
the Nazi genocide, which Einstein himself escaped), makes
an already heart-rending exchange almost excruciating to
behold. Why Marcus thought a secular physicist would have
answers about the afterlife when he could have turned to his
own faith tradition to find them, we will never know. Eleven
months after receiving Einstein’s letter, Rabbi Marcus died of
a heart attack at the age of 41.%"
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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 intellectual trajectory enables us to see how, in the twen-
tieth century, ultimate questions often transformed them-
selves along with the thinkers who posed them. In 1950, the
same year that Einstein shared with Marcus his conviction
that the “human being is part of the whole,” Joseph Wood
Krutch moved from New York City to Tucson for a climate
and lifestyle more hospitable to the wholeness he was seek-
ing. Krutch had built a vibrant career both as a professor
of English at Columbia University and as what we would
today call a “public intellectual,” writing a variety of criti-
cism and commentary for nonacademic audiences. While
it might seem that coming out with his excessively down-
beat Modern Temper in the same year as the stock market
crash and at the dawn of the global economic crisis and the
rising specters of Fascism and Nazism would have turned
Krutch into a pretty unpopular writer, those unhappy turns
of events likely helped boost his credibility as a sober and
discerning thinker. Indeed, Krutch emerged as one of the
most esteemed, sought-after intellectuals in interwar Amer-
ican life. All of the books that follow Modern Temper in his
impressive oeuvre trafficked in ultimate questions. But they
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changed quite dramatically as Krutch himself changed, thus
showing how urgent questions of meaning shapeshifted
depending on the larger social, political, and economic con-
texts in which they were framed, as well as the life course of
those asking them.

In the 1940s, Krutch’s sensibility and the subjects of his moral
inquiry underwent a slow, subtle, but unmistakable transfor-
mation. Krutch never backed off from his challenges to what
he regarded as the arrogance of modern science, but he did
start to appreciate what might be possible with a more nat-
uralistic view of man. That is, he started to look at the nat-
ural world and reconsider whether it was so inhospitable to
human flourishing after all.

In the 1940s, Krutch embarked on writing a biography of
Henry David Thoreau, which helped him reconsider what he
called “human nature and the human condition” by reex-
amining the natural world through his protagonist’s eyes.
Thoreau’s “simple, self-sustaining existence” during his
two-year experiment living 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 ultimate
truth beyond ‘phenomena’ and ‘actuality’ which could be
caught only, if at all, by grace of direction, super-rational
communication from nature to man.”*® Krutch’s biography
of Thoreau, quickly followed by his first collection of nature
writings, The Twelve Seasons (1949), marked a striking redi-
rection in his searching prose, and the beginning of a new
path as nature writer.*

To be sure, Krutch the nature writer of the 1950s and 1960s
remained very much a humanist, never losing his focus on
questions about what makes a human life significant. But he
no longer used the disparaging image of the feverish anthill to
think about modern humanity, and instead adopted a lyrical
vision of birds. He began to examine the sublime pleasures of
being part of the natural world, and noted that having a place
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within “the great chain of life” warranted awe and reverence
rather than fear and trembling.*” Exchanging a language of
declension for interconnectedness, Krutch observed that
“one of the most striking aspects of the human condition is
the simple fact that we share the earth with a vast number and
a vast variety of other living things.”*! Thus Krutch delighted
in the “intricate marvel” of the desert toad and the ragged
landscapes of the southwest.*? Nature, though, is “more than
a tonic.”* It is a site—and to his mind sturdy evidence—of
larger structures of meaning. “Personally, I feel both happier
and more secure when I am reminded that I have the back-
ing of something older and perhaps more permanent than I
am—the something, I mean, which taught the flower to count
to five and the beetle to know that spots are more pleasing
if arranged in a definite order. Some of the most important
secrets are, they assure me, known to others beside myself.”**
Humility, awe, wonder, patience, reverence: these were the
lessons of the natural world. This is the Krutch who now
wanted moderns to find a home in nature, and even existen-
tial consolation in naturalism.

With Krutch’s turn to nature, and with it a more naturalistic
perspective, he continued to ask the impossible. However, he
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Figure 6. Joseph Wood
Krutch in Tucson, Ari-
zona ca. 1960, making
a home in nature and
a space for “mean-
ingless” questions.
Courtesy of the Ari-
zona-Sonora Desert
Museum.
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no longer sought a God’s eye view—or even a disenchanted
modern’s human eye view—but rather a perspective attentive
to the interdependence of the human and nonhuman world.
While awareness of the interconnectedness of man and nature
can be psychically consoling and aesthetically enlivening, for
Krutch it also came with an urgent moral imperative to recog-
nize that human beings are “the most dangerous predator[s]”
putting other species and themselves at grave risk, and that
“conservation is not enough.”*

For the naturalist Krutch, “What [a piece of work] is man?” no
longer stood as the ultimate of ultimate questions, gripping
his moral imagination. Nevertheless, he remained defiant in
his endorsement of “the meaning of the meaningless ques-
tion,” arguing that to narrow the scope of modern inquiry only
to questions that have verifiable, reproducible answers, is to
narrow moderns’ “field of competence [to] technology rather
than what used to be called wisdom.”*® This Krutch was more
ecumenical in terms of his appreciation of impossible ques-
tions; but he was quite sure whatever they asked, that their
answers must widen the field for epistemic humility and a
humanism that embraces naturalism.

Conclusion

The handful of philosophers (James and Russell), literary and
social critics (Krutch, 1.0), children’s book authors (Saint-Ex-
upéry), religious and scientific public moralists (Heschel,
Thurman, Tillich, Goodall, and Einstein), and environmen-
talists (Krutch 2.0), examined here offers nothing more than
a tiny and imperfect sampling of the variety of twentieth-
century American and European intellectuals who navigated
the persistent yearning to ask ultimate questions, either of
themselves or on behalf of others. Though they recognized
the impossibility of answering ultimate questions with ulti-
mate answers, they nevertheless recognized their importance
for living the examined life. Indeed, some went so far as to
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suggest that only the most impossible questions warranted
our attention. As Milan Kundera put it in Nesnesitelnd lehkost
byti*" [The Unbearable Lightness of Being| (1984): “The only
truly serious questions are ones that even a child can formu-
late. Only the most naive of questions are truly serious. They
are the questions with no answers. A question with no answer
is a barrier that cannot be breached. In other words, it is a
question with no answers that set the limits of human possi-
bilities, describe the boundaries of human existence.”*®

It is not hard to imagine Kundera in conversation with the other
thinkers explored here. We can envision him and Krutch in firm
agreement that ultimate questions help us to understand the bor-
ders of our shared humanity. We can imagine that Einstein might
partly agree, noting that a “holy curiosity” can push at the bound-
aries of what is knowable and unknowable and might show us
that there are indeed verifiable answers to some of our impossible
questions. Or we might imagine Saint-Exupéry reformulating Kun-
dera’s claim by saying that only children are willing to ask the seri-
ous questions, whereas adults forgot how to do so. As we eavesdrop
on these imagined conversations, we can hear the specific condi-
tions of their historical moment pressing their felt urgency into a
distinct form and mode of expression. In this give-and-take, we
can see how some of the most urgent existential questions of the
twentieth century took their particular and often peculiar shape in
response to crisis. For the earlier Krutch it was the crisis of “moder-
nity,” for Saint-Exupéry it was the crisis of the Second World War,
for the later Krutch it was the creeping environmental crisis in the
United States, and a nation not yet awakened to its threat, and for
Kundera, it was a response to the Soviet crushing of the Prague
Spring, his forced exile, or both.

Ultimate questions in the twenty-first century are similarly born
of crisis. But unlike earlier iterations, one of the most urgent ques-
tions of our own time in fact has answers that are neither unknown
nor unknowable but are right in front of us, with blazing clarity.
Though we may still need a child to pose them. After all, it is the
teenage Swedish environmental activist Greta Thunberg who is
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Figure 7. Greta Thun-
berg posed the ulti-
mate question of our
day, pressing adults
who had bequeathed
their children a broken
planet. “We deserve

a safe future. And we
demand a safe future.
Is that too much to
ask?”
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challenging us with the ultimate of ultimate questions today. “We
deserve a safe future. And we demand a safe future,” she main-
tained in 2019, fed up with adults who are passing onto her and the
world’s children a devastated planet. “Is that too much to ask?”*
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