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It seems that one’s twil ight years can be a very fert ile period
for pond eri ng ultimate quest ions of exist ence and the mean
ing of life. This certainly was the case for the nineteenthcentury British philoso p
 her Herbert Spencer, who in 1902,
at the age of 83 (one year before he died), sought to lay bare
the “ridd le of exist ence.” He cont emp lated: “Old peop le must
have many reflections in comm on … 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 postp oned, there results an
increasi ng tend ency to medit ate upon ultimate quest ions.” 1
What is striking about this othe rw ise very comm on move is
that it was comi ng from a famed athei st and mater ia li st who
spent his career pushi ng mode rn thought away from specu l a
tion about the ultimate 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 “ultim ate ques
tions,” see Lafcadio
Hearn, “Ultimate
Questions,” Atlant ic
Monthly 96 (Septem
ber 1905): 391-96; and
Michael C.L. Chambers, “Unknowable
Realism, 1860-1900:
Realism Beyond Herbert Spencer’s Limits
to Knowledge” (Ph.D.
diss., Indiana University, 2019).
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The Principles of Biology, Vol. 1 (London,
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 nknowable” for it “is for ever inscrut ab le.” 2 Modern think
U
ers’ time was better spent disc erning unmistakable reality,
laid bare by evol ut ion, which brings lofty quest ions about the
univ erse down to earth. Spencer endorsed what he called “the
surv ival of the fittest,” 3 a view that human socie ty works by
the natu ral—if unlovely—laws of tooth and claw, and that any
attempt to gussy this up was willf ul romant ic ism and fruitl ess.
But faci ng his own mort ali ty, Spencer wond ered why non
believe rs like hims elf should ask questions about the func
tion of the univ erse only and be deprived of aski ng ultimate
quest ions about its larger meani ng.
What are ultimate quest ions? Many of them are with us today,
even if they are not ones that troub le us on a daily basis. They
include quest ions like:
Do human beings have free will?
Do human beings have a soul?
Is the soul immort al?
What is true happ in ess?
Is pleas ure a good?
What is the good life?
What is the meani ng of life?
Does God exist?
And if there is a God, how was God created?
How should I live?
There is no sing le sourceb ook for ultimate questions. The
Stoics asked how our mor
t al
i ty should inform our lives.
Renaissance thinke rs asked whether man had a spec ial sta
tus in God’s creat ion. For Enlightenment philoso p
 hers, ulti
mate quest ions grew out of a fund am ent al conc ern with the
scope and nature of human free
d om. Ultimate ques
t ions
may be ultimate, but the forms they take are not univ ers al.
Because they are invaria bly produ cts of a spec ific time and
place in human hist ory, they bear the traces of the cont exts in
which they are posed. They are theref ore mast er shapeshift
ers. Often they are born of c ris is: some large-scale, like war,
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famine, econ omic c ollapse, and what we today would call a
“natu ral disast er” but in earl ier times was unders tood as the
workings of an angry God’s will. Throughout hist ory peop le
have been pressed to ask the imposs ib le in response to some
thing more pers onal—like illn ess, impending death, or the
death of a loved one. However, ultimate questions typically
have a shared feat ure—they are the kinds of big, audac ious,
searching, quest ions that seek to get beyond the limi ted eco
nomic, politi c al, and moral cond it ions in which they were for
mul ated, and to ask: Why? How? Whence? Whither? They seek
answers that move beyond what is appare nt to what is hidd en.
They seek to go beyond the furt hest reaches of human poss i
bili ty and grasp that which abides long after the human who
poses them is dead and buri ed—ashes to ashes, dust to dust.
They are the quest ions that seek to pierce the veil between the
knowable and the unknowa ble. They are an express ion of the
human longi ng for trans cend ence. 4

4 Bryan Magee’s
Ultimate Questions
(Princeton, 2016),
is philos ophic al, not
historic al in its outlook
but is valua ble for con
side ri ng how thinke rs
have approached what
they either explici tly or
implici tly unders tood
as “ultim ate ques
tions.”

Asking imposs ib le ultimate questions confesses a desire to
get beyond the noise, the blinde rs, the time-bound, placebound, trad ition-bound, and to challenge the once radia nt
truths that have become dimmed, deformed, or destroyed by
the hubris of their unquest ioned authori ty.
Today, posi ng “ultim ate quest ions” may seem like a wort hy
enough purs uit. But to a growi ng numb er of Europ ean and
Ameri c an thinke rs duri ng the late nineteenth cent ury, these
sorts of quest ions started to look pretty silly. The direct ion
of mode rn thought—driven by an increasing empiric ism,
posit ivi sm, natur ali sm, and mater ia li sm (the sorts of scie n
tific unders tanding that Herbert Spencer exemp lified and
fearlessly purs ued)—disavowed them as hopelessly idea l
ist ic, sent im ent al, and othe rw orldly, and theref ore unwor
thy of serio us cons ide ra tion. This is the period when the
mode rn research univ ers ity was comi ng into full form with
a new gene ra tion of acad emic intellectua ls at work carv
ing up domains of inquiry and knowle dge into narrower
and narrower spec ialties—or what came to be referred to
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as “intell ect ual disc ip lines.” This is the period in Europ ean
and Ameri c an thought when the natu r al and social scie nces
were gaining intell ect ual authori ty while theo lo gy and meta
physics were losing their spheres of influe nce in the acad
emy. The late nineteenth cent ury is when mode rn thinke rs
worked to pro
f es
s ion
a l
i ze knowl
e dge by narrowing the
field of inquiry and posing only those quest ions that were
deemed answera ble and verif ia ble by experts’ stand ards.
They wanted a clearer set of ground rules for quest ions and
answers which would be deemed intellectua lly legitim ate
and authorit at ive. 5 So out with ultim ate questions, and in
with rand omi zed cont rol tria ls.
This move toward increased spec ializ at ion, prof ess iona liz a
tion, and secul ariz at ion had implicat ions across all fields of
knowle dge in the late nineteenth- and early twent ie th-cent ury
acade my, in part icul ar, and in northe rn transatl ant ic intell ec
tual life more broadly. But it had the greatest rami f icat ions for
phil osop hy, which, given its hist orical linka ges to theo lo gy,
had long been regarded the “queen” of the specu lative sci
ences. Now, howe ver, phil osop hers were eager to diss oc iate
thems elves from theol og ians, and they made dramatic efforts
to reduce their domain of inquiry by leavi ng behind cosm ol
ogy, ontolo gy, and aest heti cs, and limi ti ng their jurisd ict ion
to epistem olo gy (the nature and scope of knowle dge) and
logic (the study of reas oning). While some applauded and
othe rs mourned the aband onm ent of ultimate quest ions, all
reco gn ized the need to keep phil oso p hy in line with the winds
of mode rn thought. 6
Harvard phil osop her and psyc holog ist William James stands
out as a voice of prot est. He unders tood the value of scie nt ific
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 purp ose and even grand eur. James
longed for the exist ent ial cons ol at ion of relig ion even though
he could not quite be a believer hims elf. As he observed in
1879: “Now our Science tells our Faith that she is shamef ul,
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Figure 1. William
James at a séance
purs ui ng his “psyc hi
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 conc lus ions that make all reve re nce a falseh ood.” 7
James thus develo ped his “pragm atic method,” which would
come to be known as philo s ophic al “pragm atism,” to wel
come the human desire to ask these larger ultim ate ques
tions, while encoura gi ng mode rn inquire rs to reco gn ize that
their answers could be only prov is ional and part ial, and that
they needed to be tested against their own exper ie nces. For
James, then, the question mode rns should ask was no lon
ger: Does God exist?—which he cons ide red an unans wera ble
quest ion. But rather: What does belief in God make poss ib le
for human beings? Now that’s a quest ion that is answerable,
according to James. What James sought at the dawn of the
twent ie th cent ury was a rapp rochem ent between scie nce
and relig ion—and one that pres erved a space for aski ng ulti
mate quest ions and for what he called “the will to believe”
in answeri ng them. 8 This meant believi ng in somet hing even
when the evid ence for it was not forthc oming. What James
wanted was to have mode rn inquiry “[widen] the field of
search for God.” 9

7 William James, “Clifford’s ‘Lectures and
Essays’,” in Collected
Essays and Reviews
(London, 1920), 140.
8 William James, “The
Will to Believe,” in
The Writi ngs of William James, ed. John J.
McDermott (Chicago,
1977 [1967]), 717.
9 William James,
“What Pragmatism
Means,” in Writi ngs of
William James, 390.

There would not be much more to this story if James’s
line of argum ent had been more pers uas ive to his fellow
phil osop hers. But he was not witho ut his form id ab le criti cs,
many of whom regarded his phil oso p hy as naïve empiri c ism
mixed with guilel ess romant ic ism.
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10 Bertrand Russell,
The Problems of Philosophy (New York, 1959
[1912]), 7, 161.
11 Bertrand Russell,
The History of Western
Philosophy (New York,
1972 [1946]), 818,
814.
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Freethought and
Official Propaganda
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Just two years after James’s death in 1910, the Briti sh phil oso 
pher Bertrand Russell sought to set the record straight about
the limi ts and poss ib ilit ies of mode rn phil osop hy in his Problems of Philosophy (1912). According to Russell, mode rn phi
loso p hy cert ainly can pose and seek to answer what he called
“ultimate quest ions,” but must not do so “carel essly and dog
matic ally as we do in ordinary life and even in the scie nces,
but criti c ally, after explori ng all that makes such vague ques
tions puzz ling.” 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 imagin
 ation and
diminish the dogmatic assurance which closes the mind against
speculation.10

However, in the years that followed, though he had some
words of affection for James, Russell repeate dly ridiculed
what he regarded as the Ameri can pragmat ist’s fast and loose
regard for “facts” and his vague conc ept ion of “exper ie nce.”
James’s genial pluralism seemed to Russell to be “benevo 
lence, not philoso p
 hy,” for to be philoso p hy, inquiry must
observe “the moral duty of veraci ty.” 11 Russell thus sought to
narrow (to the point of oblivion) James’s wide ned 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 … t o hang a quest ion mark
on things you have long taken for granted.” 12
Russell essen
t ially engaged in a phil
o
s oph
ical brawl with
many of the forem ost early twentie th-century phil osop hers on
both sides of the northern Atlantic. The horrors of the First
World War—the bell igerent nationali sm; the relig ious, racial
and ethnic chauvinism; the blood and iron imper ialism; not
to mention the trenches, flamethrowe rs, and mustard gas—
added urgency to philoso p hers’ internal debates about how
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to adjudicate cont radictory truth claims. But while phil oso 
phers were busy tending to difficult techn ical matters of their
transforming field and turning their attentions from a larger
educated audience to one another, ultimate questions slipped
out from their tradit ional domains of authori ty and started to
migrate to other fields of twent ieth-century inquiry, includi ng
cultural critic ism, literature and the arts, and even the natu ral
sciences. It is these other domains that I want to explore here.

13 Sarah Igo, “Toward
a Free-Range Intellectual History,” in The
Worlds of Americ an
Intellectual History,
eds. Joel Isaac, James
Kloppenberg, Michael
O’Brien, and Jennifer
Ratner-Rosenhagen
(New York, 1917),
324-42.

Where did ultimate quest ions go when they lost much of their
authori ty and credib ili ty in prof ess ional phil osop hy? What
forms did they take? What uncertainties and longi ngs did they
seek to assuage, and why?
Before turning to explore some of the pere g rinations of ulti
mate quest ions in twent ieth-century American and Europ ean
thought, it is helpful to consider how I, as a histor ian, go about
tracking them. A fruitful method here is what intell ectual his
tor ian Sarah Igo describes as “free-range intell ectual history.” 13
It is an approach that is necessary when a particular dis
course—like “ultimate quest ions”—slips out of its disc ip linary
and institutional settings and starts to wand er off into other
domains and registers of twentieth-century thought, some
times very far from its origi nal home. During and after the First
World War, an increasi ng numb er and varie ty of intellectuals
began to welc ome (or at least not recoil from) the pressure of
accountabili ty to a larger audience of nonspec iali sts, who felt
whiplashed by the traumas of moderniz ation, and eager for
direct ion and clari ty. This is not to say that prof essional phi
losophers and theologians wholly aband oned them. Nor is it
to sugg est that their semi nar rooms, lecture halls, semi nari es,
and places of worship resembled battery cages for idea prod uc
tion. But I think there is a value—indeed a high necessity—for
the histor ian to pay close attention to moments of intellec
tual rupture, when a disc ourse gets adopted, transformed,
and repurposed in diverse—and often unexp ected—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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14 William Shakespeare, Haml et.
Barbara Mowat, Paul
Werstine, Michael
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eds. (Washington, DC:
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But this talk can, at least, draw our attention to a handful of
notable epis odes in their journ ey: through cultural critic ism;
children’s literature; popular disc ourses of scie nce, which at
mid-century molded into a form of moral inquiry; and nature
writi ng, before circling back to the rele vance of aski ng impos
sible “ultimate quest ions” 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
Americ an lite ra ry critic Joseph Wood Krutch in 1929. At the
time, Krutch was a well-respected drama critic for the Nation
maga z ine, but it was his exceptiona lly bleak jeremiad The
Modern Temper—a stark counterp oint to the rioto us image
of the “roar
i ng twenties”—that established his rep
u
t a
t ion
as an influe nt ial humani st and publ ic mora li st in twent ie thcent ury Americ an life. Surveying the cons eq uences of mod
ern scie nce for man’s view of hims elf and his world, the book
turned the exclamat ory sent ence of Shakespeare’s Hamlet—
“What a piece of work is man?” into an interrogat ory one. This
question was one that Krutch was unable and ill-disp osed
to answer with Shakespeare: “how infinite in facu lties, … in
action how like an angel, in appreh ens ion how like a god.” 14
Krutch’s mode rn man was in no way an angel, and cert ainly
not like a god—though, in his arrogance, the mode rn scie n
tist sought to pull the entire univ erse into the range of human
comp reh ens ion and mast ery.
Krutch argued that the univ erse revealed by mode rn knowl
edge was either mecha n ist ic or organic, neit her of which make
it part icu l arly hosp it ab le for human flourishing. He believed
that trage dy was no long er possib le for the mode rn mind
because it required a noble sense of man, which Freud had
turned into rubb ish. “A tragic writer does not have to believe
in God, but he must believe in man.” The terr ib le para d ox that
mode rn knowle dge prese nts for mode rn man is that he has

8
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Figure 2. Joseph Wood
Krutch’s Modern Temper (1929), which he
called “a study and a
confess ion,” lamented
the loss of ultim ate
quest ions in mode rn
thought.

been rend ered just another mean creat ure trapped in nature’s
“blind thirst for life.” The only differe nce between him and
nonhuman creat ures is that he is cursed with the cons cious
ness of being in a world inhosp it ab le to his cravi ng for moral
orie nt at ion and meani ng. Krutch thund ered:

15 Joseph Wood
Krutch, The Modern
Temper (New York,
1929), 87, 7-8, 10.

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 intell ect ual mode rni z at ion will keep
man from being an “ethi c al animal.” And yet the probl em with
mode rn knowle dge was that it yielded an image of “a univ erse
which cont ains no ethical elem ent.” 15
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16 Ibid., 32-33. It
would be another
thirty years before
C.P. Snow would intro
duce his notion of the
“two cult ures.” But
in Modern Temper,
Krutch worked so pow
erf ully with lite ra ry
image ry and made
such an urgent case
for the power of the
lite ra ry imagin at ion
that it helped set the
terms for debates for
the comi ng cent ury
about the need for
humani st ic modes of
inquiry, and with them,
the pract ice of posi ng
open quest ions with
out absol ute answers.
17 Ibid., 101, 168-69.

Krutch’s Modern Temper is Max Weber’s “dise nc hantm ent of
the world” on steroids and depress ants. It took a dark view
of the con
s e
q uences of mod
e rn sci
e n
t ific cul
t ure for the
human types in its wake. Modern industrial socie ty created
the human being who will “perf orm witho ut quest ion the part
assigned to him in the divis ion of labor.” This mode rn socie ty
“owes both its stab ili ty and effic ient harm ony to the absence
of any tend ency on the part of indiv idu a ls … t o quest ion the
value of exist ence.” For Krutch, to quest ion is human, but in a
thoro ughly natu rali st ic worldv iew, the human is just another
creepy, crawly creature, whose tend ency to ask questions
about “the human cond ition” is nothing more than a bur
den for his smooth funct ioni ng. For Krutch, then, the mode rn
world is more hosp it ab le to the ant than to man. “When a man
looks at an ant he reali zes the meani ng of his humani ty.” After
all, the ant has “no art and no phil oso p hy,” but this is all to the
good because these two forms of human inquiry and expres
sion have no place in the mode rn world. 16
Krutch’s “conf ess ion” may best be unders tood as a prot est not
only against transformat ions in mode rn knowle dge but also
against the sorts of inquiry deemed legitimate for the mod
ern mind. “As soon as one begins to raise a quest ion as to the
purp ose of life,” he averred, “then the problem of conduct
ing that life ceases to be merely a probl em of techn ique and
begins to involve cert ain ultimate quest ions concerning the
end which we wish to reach or concerning what may prop
erly be called succ ess in life.” Krutch seemed conv inced that
the univ erse did not much care to respond to humans’ pesky
and outm oded ultimate questions, but “at least … w e have
disc ove red the trick which has been played upon us and that
whate ver else we may be we are no long er dupes.” The Modern
Temper thus ends on ultimate quest ions as a form of prot est:
“Ours is a lost cause and there is no place for us in the natu r al
univ erse, but we are not, for all that, sorry to be human. We
should rather die as men than live as animals.” 17
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Ultimate Question 2: Look up at the Sky. Ask Yourselves: is it
yes or no?

Over the course of the twentie th century, ultimate ques
tions have taken strange forms, and they have been posed by
strange figu res, both real and imagined. There is no straight
line from Joseph Wood Krutch’s interw ar social critic ism to
the mid-cent ury burgeoning child ren’s book indust ry in the
United States. And yet the case of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
sugg ests that Americ an and Europ ean authors who built a
career writing for adults came to identify writing for young
reade rs as a legiti mate mode of yearni ng for the unknowable.
Some of the more notab le examp les of twentie th-century
authors who made their fame writi ng for adults before writi ng
a book (or more) for child ren 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 part icu l arly striki ng because, unlike the oth
ers, he is best known as a child ren’s book author (though his
entire corp us, with the except ion of The Little Prince, was writ
ten for adults). Why the pivot to a child ren’s book? Because,
according to Saint- Exupéry, only child ren were still allowed
to “look up at the sky” and ask the imposs ib le. 18
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s 1943 The Little Prince is one of many
examples of the migration of ultimate questions into twentiethcentury children’s literature.19 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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18 Antoine de
Saint-Exupéry, The
Little Prince, transl.
Katherine Woods (New
York, 1943), 91.
19 Though drawi ng out
the authors’ varyi ng
comm erc ial incent ives
and artist ic desires to
write a child ren’s book
are often diff ic ult,
few of these authors
seem to have made the
choice because of an
overw helmi ng desire
to write for child ren.
Rather, it was because
the conc eit of a chil
dren’s book allowed
them to ask ethi c al
and even existent ial
quest ions they felt
they could not ask in
their work othe rw ise.
See: Marilyn Apseloff,
They Wrote for Children Too: An Annotated Bibliography of
Children’s Literature
by Famous Writers
for Adults (Westport,
CT, 1989); “They
Also Wrote Children’s
Books” Exhibit at Grolier Club, NYC, March
2020, https://vimeo
.com/ 465950963,
accessed Janua ry
14, 2022; and Bruce
Handy, Wild Things:
The Joy of Reading
Children’s Literature
as an Adult (New York,
2017). A helpf ul essay
interrog ati ng the
conc ept of “child ren’s
lite rat ure” both in
theo ry and pract ice
is Marah Gubar, “On
Not Defining Children’s
Literature,” PMLA, 126
(Jan. 2011): 209-16.
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Figure 3. Antoine de
Saint-Exupéry wrote
The Little Prince
(1943) for child ren
because “no grown up
will ever unders tand
[matters] of so much
importance.”

20 Saint-Exupéry,
The Little Prince, 8. For
biographical inform a
tion on SaintExupéry, see Stacy
Schiff, Saint-Exupéry:
A Biog rap hy (New
York, 1994); and Joy
D. Marie Robinson,
Antoine de SaintExupéry (Boston,
1984).

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.”20
The story begins with an aviat or who is stranded in the dese rt
and encount ers a strange litt le boy—a litt le prince, who, we
learn, hails from Asteroid B-612, which was the size of a house,
and where he lived alone with a sing le rose, three volcan oes,
and a pesky infest at ion of baob ab trees. The litt le prince had
what appears to be a lover’s quarrel with a petu lant, fragile
rose, and takes off with a flock of birds to other plane ts, where
he encounters a king, a conc eited man, a drunka rd, a busi
nessman, a lamplighter, a geograp her—all in some way dehu
manized, reduced to their mere functions, unable to break
out of their mindl ess habi ts and blinke red unders tandi ng. All
lacked curio sity and a sense of wond er. He then makes it to
Earth where he disc ove rs that all the probl ems of these other

12
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plane ts are scaled up—and with them, the sense of wond er
and exist ent ial comf orts are scaled down. 21
The Little Prince is crowded with ultimate conc erns. But it
raises quest ions and then prov id es tant al izi ngly, frust rati ngly,
incomp lete answers. Why the crazy plague of baob ab trees?
It’s not clear, but what is clear is that the litt le prince has to
take good care of his planet or else it will be destroyed. Why
the love of a sing le, demanding flower—espec ially 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 explanat ions; what it does need, howe ver, is care. The
litt le prince meets a fox who wants the prince to tame him:
“One only unders tands the things that one tames,” said the
fox. “Men have no more time to unders tand anyt hing. They
buy things all ready made at the shops. But there is no shop
anyw here where one can buy friends hip, and so men have no
friends any more. If you want a friend, tame me.” This sly fox
also tells the litt le prince a hint about the unknowable: “What
is essent ial is invisi b le to the eye.” 22
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
morning.” “‘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 allalone,”
thinking that the voices are coming from a number of children. “‘I
am allalone—allalone—allalone,’ 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.23

21 The published
vers ion ends with a
somew hat myste
rio us, open-ended
conc lus ion, but SaintExupéry experimented
with a more “agon ized
and mela nc holy” con
clus ion, confessing the
torm ents and trauma
of war. Ula Ilyntzky,
“The Little Prince:
A New York Story,”
Washington Post (Jan
uary 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
Febr ua ry 25, 2022.
22 Antoine de St.
Exupéry, The Little
Prince, transl. Katherine Woods (New York,
1943), 67, 70.
23 Ibid., 61. For a
simil ar treatm ent of
earn est quest ions
answered by echo es,
see: Thomas Carlyle’s
chapter 7 “The Everlasting ‘No’,” in Sartor
Resartus (1836): “Thus
has the bewild ered
Wanderer to stand, as
so many have done,
shouting quest ion
after quest ion 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
Febr ua ry 26, 2022.

The Little Prince opens with a line that was shared by other
authors who turned to chil
d ren’s lit
e r
a
t ure to ask their
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24 Ibid., from the
book’s dedic at ion to
Leon Werth.
25 On clues to SaintExupery’s mysterious
disappearance, 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 February 24,
2022.
26 Robert Wuthnow,
After Heaven: Spirituality in America Since
the 1950s (Berkeley,
2000). The United
States has argua bly
become even more
relig ious since then.
According to a Pew
research poll of 2017,
“the vast majori ty
[90%] believe in some
kind of higher power
[with 56% believi ng
in “God as described
in the Bible”]. Dalia
Fahmy, “Key Findings about Ameri 
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 Febr u
ary 28, 2022. Nevertheless, Wuthnow
hims elf gives us good
reas on to greet poll
numb ers on relig ious
belief and affiliat ion
with some skept i
cism in his Inventing
Americ an Religion:
Polls, Surveys, and the
Tenuous Quest for a
Nation’s Faith (New
York, 2015).
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ulti
m ate ques
t ions: “All grown-ups were once chil
d ren—
although few of them rememb er it.” 24 This line—like the litt le
book from which it came—is sing ul ar. But the move its author
made—using the garb of childh ood innoc ence and curio si ty
to hung er after the unknowa ble—became increasi ngly pop
ular, though few of these other experim ents would achieve
even a tiny fract ion of The Little Prince’s critic al and comm er
cial succ ess. Saint-Exupéry would not live long enough to see
his book in print, nor to disc over that it would be transl ated
into 250 lang uages and become the seco nd most read book
worldw ide since its 1943 publ ic at ion. He left America in April
1943 to join a French squadron in Algeria, and a year later
went missing on a reconn aissance mission 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 limits
of a “holy curio sity”?

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.26
Despite the surge in relig io sity, seve ral of the most promi
nent mid-cent ury relig ious intell ect ua ls in the United States
felt pressed to defend their abidi ng comm itm ent to a thei st ic
univ erse, espec ially in light of the Holocaust, the bombi ng of
Nagasaki and Hiroshima, and the wides pread deva st at ion of
the Second World War. It is at this time that we see stirr ing
defenses of relig ion by clergy and theolog ians, who main
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tained that the horrors and disloc ations of the twentie thcentury world demanded the continu al recko ning with the
unknowa ble. For theol og ian and Civil Rights activi st Howard
Thurman, “suff eri ng … [ is a] vast but soli t ary arena. It is here
that [the pers on] faces the authent ic advers ary. He looks into
the depth of the abyss of life and raises the ultim ate quest ion
about the meani ng of exist ence. He comes face to face with
whate ver is his conc ept ion of ultim ate authori ty, his God.” 27
Poli sh émigré rabbi and Civil Rights activi st Abrah am Joshua
Heschel maintained that “the realm of the ineffab le rather
than specu lat ion is the clim ate in which the ultim ate ques
tion comes into being, and in its natu r al abode … t he ques
tion must be studied.” 28 And the exiled Germ an Protestant
theolog ian Paul Tillich insisted that “relig ion is the state of
being grasped by an ultim ate conc ern, a conc ern which qual
ifies all other conc erns as prel imi n ary and which itself con
tains the answer to the quest ion of the meani ng of our life.” 29
Though comi ng from diff ere nt faith trad it ions, all these reli
gious thinke rs sought to demo ns trate that relig ious faith was
the natu ral home of ultim ate questions about the self (or
soul) and the world, neither of which could be usurped by
scie nce. 30
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.31 No

31 Works that have
been helpf ul to me in
conc ept ua li zi ng the
role and social loca
tion of profess ional
scie nt ists as publ ic
mora li sts include Stefan Collini, Public Moralists: Political Thought
and Intellectual Life

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

Jennifer Ratner-Rosenhagen | Asking the Impossible

by Karl Mannheim,
Robert K. Merton, and
C. Wright Mills,” in The
Public Intellectual:
Between Philosophy
and Politics, ed. Arthur
Melzer, Jerry Weinberger, and M. Richard
Zinman (Lanham,
MD, 2003), 189-200;

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
(Boston, 1998), 45.
28 Abrah am Joshua
Heschel, Man is Not
Alone: A Philosophy
of Religion (New York,
1976), 59.
29 For Paul Tillich on
“ultim ate conc ern”
(and the ambig uit ies
in his differe nt 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
scient ific thinking and
enter the realm of the
ineffable. Such a step
is one which we can
not take scient ifically,
since it transcends
the boundaries of all
that is given. It is in
spite of allwarnings
that man has never
ceased to be stirred
by ultimate quest ions.
Science cann ot silence
him, because scient ific
terms are meaningless
to the spirit that raises
these quest ions, mean
ingless to the concern
for a truth greater than
the world that science
is engaged in explor
ing.” (God in Search
of Man: A Philosophy
of Judaism [New York,
1955], 102.)
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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 Scientist: Expert Authority
and Public Images of
Rachel Carson,” Historical Studies in the
Natural Sciences 41
(Summer 2011): 277302; David Hecht, “The
Atomic Hero: Robert
Oppenheimer and the
Making of Scientific
Icons in the Early Cold
War,” Technology and
Culture 49 (Octob er
2008): 943-66; and
Britta Scheideler, “The
Scientist as Moral
Authority: Albert Einstein Between Elitism
and Democracy, 19141933,” Historical Studies in the Physical and
Biological Sciences 32
(March 2002): 319–46.
32 Jane Goodall, In
the Shadow of Man
(Boston, 1971), 251.
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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.”32)
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 part icu lar, was repeate dly asked how—or if—he
reco nc iled his scie ntific theo r ies with a view of the divine,
and he was repeate dly prodded to reco nc ile them for othe rs.
While he encoura ged reade rs to “never lose a holy curio s
ity,” Einstein was unabashed in reminding them that even the
holie st of curio si t ies will not fully break open the struct ure of
ultimate reali ty. 33 As he put it in a lett er to an Oberlin College
stud ent, who in 1951 asked him the ultimate quest ion “Why
are we alive?”: “The quest ion ‘Why’ in the human sphere is
easy to answer: to create sati sf act ion for ours elf and for other
peop le. In the extra-human sphere the quest ion 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 charming examp le of how lay audie nces turned to
Einstein to help them answer their ultimate quest ions can be
found in a lett er writt en by a young girl named Phyllis, from
the Riverside Church in Manhattan in 1936. Addressed to “My
dear Dr. Einstein,” her lett er shared that:

33 Albert Einstein, as
quoted in “Death of
a Genius: His fourth
dimens ion, time, over
takes Einstein,” Time
(May 2, 1955), http://
content.time.com
/time/subscriber/article
/ 0,33009,866292,00.
html, accessed Febr u
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.

We have brought up the quest ion: Do scie nt ists pray? in our
Sund ay school class. It began by asking whether we could
believe in both scie nce and relig ion … .
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 Janu a ry 24, 1936, Einstein penned
Phyllis a reply:
Dear Phyllis,
I will attempt to reply to your quest ion as simp ly as I can.
Here is my answer:
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35 This exchange is
documented in Alice
Calaprice, Dear Professor Einstein: Albert
Einstein’s Letters to
and from Children
(Amherst, NY, 2002),
127-29.

Scientists believe that every occur
rence, includ
i ng the
affairs of human beings, is due to the laws of nature. There
fore a scie nt ist cann ot be inclined to believe that the course
of events can be influe nced by prayer, that is, by a supernat
urally manifested wish.
However, we must conc ede that our actual knowle dge 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 wides pread even with the current
achievem ents in scie nce.
But also, everyo ne who is serio usly involved in the purs uit
of scie nce becomes conv inced that some spirit is mani f est
in the laws of the univ erse, one that is vastly super ior to that
of man. In this way the purs uit of scie nce leads to a relig ious
feeli ng of a spec ial sort, which is surely quite diff ere nt from
the relig io si ty of someo ne more naive.
With cord ial greeti ngs,
your A. Einstein 35

Alas, not all of Einstein’s answers were so agreeable. Take, for
examp le, his response to a father named Robert Marcus who
wrote him on Febr ua ry 9, 1950 aski ng him the imposs ib le: is
there an afterl ife? 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 allmy 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 … .

18
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Marcus added “witho ut immort ali ty the world is moral chaos,”
and then pleaded with Einstein:
I write you all this because I have read your volu me The
World as I See It. On page 5 you stated: “Any indiv idu al who
should surv ive his physi c al death is beyond my comp reh en
sion … . Such emot ions are for the fears or absurd egoism
of feeb le souls.” And I inquire in the spirit of desp erat ion, is
there in your view no comf ort, no cons ol at ion for what has
happ ened … [to] my beaut if ul darl ing child? … .

36 Marcus’s and Einstein’s letter exchange
is documented in
Naomi Levy’s Einstein
and the Rabbi: Searching for the Soul (New
York, 2017).

May I have a word from you? I need your help badly.
Sincerely yours, Robert S Marcus

Einstein wrote back three days later on Febr ua ry 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, sinc erely yours,
Albert Einstein 36

Einstein responded here not to any grieving father, but a
grieving father who also happ ened 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 cong regat ion
before leavi ng to work at the Ameri c an Jewi sh Congress and
event ua lly as an Army chapl ain during the Second World War.
Rabbi Marcus was one of the first chapl ains to gain access to
Buchenwald and help in its libe rat ion in April of 1945. During
its libe rat ion, he disc ove red 904 Jewi sh orphans at the camp,
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Figures 4 & 5. Albert
Einstein’s prese nce on
the inaug ural issue
of Wisdom magaz ine
(1956) shows how lay
audie nces thought
of him: as a source
of timel ess wisd om.
Clearly some relig ious
audie nces did as well,
as we see in Einstein’s
inclus ion among saints
in the façade of the
Riverside Church in
Manhattan, built in
1930. Young Phyllis
attended Sund ay
school at the church,
and so she and her
sixth-grade class
mates likely passed
by “St. Albert” every
week.

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

who were hidd en by the adult inmates. Marcus made it his
miss ion to care for the child ren (among them was a young
Elie Wiesel) and prov ide them all safe pass age out of Ger
many and to adopt ive homes. After the war, Marcus became
the politi c al direct or of the World Jewi sh Congress, and from
there one of the WJC’s repres ent at ives at the United Nations.
It was in 1949, as he was en route to France to do advocacy
work on behalf of Europ ean Jews, when he got word that all
three of his child ren back home had been infected with polio,
and his eldest son, age 11, did not surv ive. To proc ess his
grief, he wrote to Einstein.
To be sure, any father who loses a child would be desp erate
for answers whether there is a moral order to the univ erse,
whether the soul is immort al, whether God exists, and if so,
whether that God is just and benevo l ent. But the astoni shi ng
fact that this part icu l ar father was an Orthodox Jewi sh rabbi
(not to ment ion that he exper ie nced firsthand the horrors of
the Nazi genoc ide, which Einstein hims elf escaped), makes
an already heart-rending exchange almost excruc iating to
behold. Why Marcus thought a secu lar physi c ist would have
answers about the afterl ife when he could have turned to his
own faith trad it ion to find them, we will never know. Eleven
months after receivi ng Einstein’s lett er, Rabbi Marcus died of
a heart attack at the age of 41. 37
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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 intell ect ual traj ect ory enables us to see how, in the twen
tie th century, ultim ate questions often transformed them
selves along with the thinke rs who posed them. In 1950, the
same year that Einstein shared with Marcus his conv ict ion
that the “human being is part of the whole,” Joseph Wood
Krutch moved from New York City to Tucson for a clim ate
and lifes tyle more hosp it ab le to the wholen ess he was seek
ing. Krutch had built a vibrant career both as a profess or
of English at Columb ia University and as what we would
today call a “public intellectual,” writing a varie ty of criti
cism and comm ent ary for nona cad emic audie nces. While
it might seem that coming out with his excess ively down
beat Modern Temper in the same year as the stock mark et
crash and at the dawn of the global econ omic cris is and the
rising specters of Fascism and Nazism would have turned
Krutch into a pretty unpopu l ar writer, those unhappy turns
of events likely helped boost his credib ility as a sober and
disc erning thinker. Indeed, Krutch emerged as one of the
most esteemed, sought-after intell ect ua ls in interw ar Amer
ic an life. All of the books that foll ow Modern Temper in his
impress ive oeuv re traff icked in ultim ate quest ions. But they
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38 Joseph Wood Krutch,
Henry David Thoreau
(New York, 1948), 78.
39 The works of the
later Krutch who made
his fame (anew) as a
nature writer and envi
ronm entali st 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
transform at ion from
lite ra ry critic to nature
writer and naturali st,
see: John Margolis,
Joseph Wood Krutch: A
Writer’s Life (Knoxville, 1980); James I.
McClintock, “Joseph
Wood Krutch, “Metabiologist” in Nature’s
Kindred Spirits (Madison, 1994), 46-65;
Robert Rowley, “Joseph
Wood Krutch: The
Forgotten Voice of the
Desert,” The Americ an
Scholar, 64 (Summer
1995): 438-43.

changed quite dram ati c ally as Krutch hims elf changed, thus
show
i ng how urgent ques
t ions of mean
i ng shapeshifted
depending on the larger social, politi c al, and econ omic con
texts in which they were framed, as well as the life course of
those aski ng them.
In the 1940s, Krutch’s sens ib ili ty and the subj ects of his moral
inquiry underw ent a slow, subt le, but unmist akable transf or
mat ion. Krutch never backed off from his chall enges to what
he regarded as the arrogance of mode rn scie nce, but he did
start to apprec iate what might be poss ib le with a more nat
uralistic view of man. That is, he started to look at the nat
ural world and recons ider whether it was so inhosp it ab le to
human flourishing after all.
In the 1940s, Krutch embarked on writing a biograp hy of
Henry David Thoreau, which helped him recons ider what he
called “human nature and the human cond ition” by reex
amining the natu ral world through his protago n ist’s eyes.
Thoreau’s “simp le, self-sust aini ng exist ence” duri ng his
two-year experi m ent livi ng close to nature at Walden Pond
“was not an end in itself.” “Thoreau was … e nough of a Tran
scendentalist to believe that there was also some ultim ate
truth beyond ‘phen ome na’ and ‘actua lity’ which could be
caught only, if at all, by grace of direction, super-ration al
comm un ic at ion from nature to man.” 38 Krutch’s biogr ap hy
of Thoreau, quickly followed by his first coll ect ion of nature
writi ngs, The Twelve Seasons (1949), marked a striki ng redi
rect ion in his searching prose, and the beginn ing of a new
path as nature writer. 39
To be sure, Krutch the nature writer of the 1950s and 1960s
remained very much a humanist, never losing his focus on
quest ions about what makes a human life sign ifi c ant. But he
no long er used the disp ara gi ng image of the feveri sh anth ill to
think about mode rn humani ty, and instead adopted a lyri cal
vision of birds. He began to exami ne the subl ime pleas ures of
being part of the natu r al world, and noted that having a place
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Figure 6. Joseph Wood
Krutch in Tucson, Ari
zona ca. 1960, maki ng
a home in nature and
a space for “mean
ingl ess” quest ions.
Courtesy of the Ari
zona-Sonora Desert
Museum.

within “the great chain of life” warranted awe and reve re nce
rather than fear and tremb ling. 40 Exchanging a lang uage of
declens ion for interc onn ect edn ess, Krutch observed that
“one of the most striking aspects of the human cond it ion is
the simp le fact that we share the earth with a vast numb er and
a vast varie ty of other livi ng things.” 41 Thus Krutch delighted
in the “intric ate marv el” of the dese rt toad and the ragg ed
lands capes of the southw est. 42 Nature, though, is “more than
a tonic.” 43 It is a site—and to his mind sturdy evid ence—of
larger struct ures of meani ng. “Personally, I feel both happ ier
and more secure when I am reminded that I have the back
ing of somet hing older and perhaps more perman ent than I
am—the somet hing, I mean, which taught the flower to count
to five and the beetle to know that spots are more pleasing
if arranged in a defin ite order. Some of the most important
secrets are, they assure me, known to othe rs beside myself.” 44
Humility, awe, wond er, patience, reve re nce: these were the
lessons of the natural world. This is the Krutch who now
wanted mode rns to find a home in nature, and even exist en
tial cons ol at ion in naturali sm.

40 Joseph Wood
Krutch, The Great
Chain of Life (Boston,
1957).
41 Joseph Wood
Krutch, The Best
Nature Writing of
Joseph Wood Krutch
(New York, 1969), 14.
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.

With Krutch’s turn to nature, and with it a more natu ralist ic
pers pect ive, he cont inu ed to ask the imposs ib le. However, he
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45 Krutch, Best Nature
Writing, 346; Joseph
Wood Krutch, “Conservation is not Enough!,”
Americ an 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.

no long er sought a God’s eye view—or even a dise nc hanted
mode rn’s human eye view—but rather a perspective attent ive
to the interd ep end ence of the human and nonhuman world.
While awaren ess of the interc onn ect edn ess of man and nature
can be psyc hic ally cons oli ng and aest hetically enlivening, for
Krutch it also came with an urgent moral imperat ive to reco g
nize that human beings are “the most dang ero us predat or[s]”
putt ing other spec ies and thems elves at grave risk, and that
“cons ervat ion is not enough.” 45
For the natu rali st Krutch, “What [a piece of work] is man?” no
long er stood as the ultimate of ultimate quest ions, gripp ing
his moral imagi nat ion. Nevertheless, he remained defia nt in
his endorsem ent of “the meaning of the meaningless ques
tion,” argui ng that to narrow the scope of mode rn inquiry only
to quest ions that have veri f iable, reprod uci ble answers, is to
narrow mode rns’ “field of comp et ence [to] techn olo gy rather
than what used to be called wisd om.” 46 This Krutch was more
ecum enic al in terms of his apprec iat ion of imposs ib le ques
tions; but he was quite sure whate ver they asked, that their
answers must widen the field for epis tem ic humility and a
humani sm that embraces naturali sm.
Conclusion

The handf ul of phil oso p hers (James and Russell), lite ra ry and
social criti cs (Krutch, 1.0), child ren’s book authors (Saint-Ex
upéry), relig ious and scie nt ific publ ic mora li sts (Heschel,
Thurman, Tillich, Goodall, and Einstein), and environm en
tali sts (Krutch 2.0), exami ned here offers nothi ng more than
a tiny and imperfect samp ling of the varie ty of twentie thcent ury Americ an and Europ ean intell ect ua ls who navigated
the pers istent yearning to ask ultimate questions, either of
thems elves or on behalf of othe rs. Though they reco gn ized
the imposs ib ility of answering ultimate questions with ulti
mate answers, they neve rt hel ess reco gn ized their import ance
for living the examined life. Indeed, some went so far as to
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sugg est that only the most imposs ib le questions warranted
our attent ion. As Milan Kundera put it in Nesnesitelná lehkost
bytí 47 [The Unbearable Lightness of Being] (1984): “The only
truly serio us quest ions are ones that even a child can formu
late. Only the most naïve of quest ions are truly serio us. They
are the quest ions with no answers. A quest ion with no answer
is a barr ier that cann ot be breached. In other words, it is a
quest ion with no answers that set the limi ts of human poss i
bili t ies, describe the bounda ries of human exist ence.” 48

47 The novel was first
published in French
transl at ion as L’insoutenable légèreté de
l’être.
48 Milan Kundera,
Unbearable Lightness of Being, transl.
Michael Henry Heim
(New York, 1984), 139.

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 quest ion of our
day, pressi ng adults
who had bequeathed
their child ren a broken
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
temb er 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 Febr ua ry 27,
2022.
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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?”49
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