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After a short introductory story, I will note a curious incompleteness in our judgment of significance, and suggest this incompleteness points ultimately to something beyond human understanding.  To support and develop that claim, I’ll argue that there is an unbridgeable gap between our understanding of the world and the world as it really is -- in a way I think to be more radical than Kant’s critique, or at least more radically applied.  I’ll then maintain that the very notion of significance of anything – especially the significance of such weighty things as life and death -- consists precisely in the relationship of that thing to something beyond the gap.  And that the sense of significance we do form about things (again, principally the weighty things) consists at bottom of an unavoidably indistinct vision of things beyond that gap.

Introduction


It all started with my cat, Sam.


I was sitting in my room doing my high school geometry homework.  It was a warm fall night and the window was open.  In came my cat, Sam, who jumped onto the desk and – in typical cat-fashion – curled up right in the middle of my textbook.  Rather than shoo him away, I seized the opportunity to goof off and asked him, “Well, Sam, if you’re going to cover that chapter, then you’ll just have to tell me about congruent triangles!”


Sam was unimpressed.


A thought crossed my mind: Though Sam was a smart cat, he would never be able to understand anything about congruent triangles.  On one hand, of course, this was obvious.  But as I began to think about some of the simpler theorems of geometry, they were so obvious that I couldn’t understand how they couldn’t be understood.  They were so ... obvious!  Two triangles congruent to the same triangle were congruent to one another.  Of course!  They were exactly the same size and shape as a third, so they had to be equal to one another.  So, how could Sam not know this...?  Then I hit on the idea of two mice running one after the other into the same mouse hole, each just barely squeezing through.  Surely, Sam could figure out that both mice were the same size.  Wow!  That did it!  ...until I began to think about it.  I could imagine -- as a cat -- wanting to chase a mouse.  I could imagine wanting to kill one.  I could even imagine (with difficulty) wanting to eat a mouse.  But try as I might, I couldn’t cat-imagine the abstract thought “same size.”  Sam’s understanding and mine, though both adequately representing three-dimensional space, were forever different.  There were truths about three-dimensional space that humans understood in a way Sam could never grasp.  


This troubled me; I stared into the night for some time, trying to come to terms with this unwelcome limitation.  If there were ideas that Sam could never, ever understand, then were there ideas I could never, ever understand?  That no human could understand?  Once the idea fixed itself clearly in mind, it seemed irrefutable.  As obvious in its way as the theorems of geometry.  Millions of years ago, when Sam’s prehistoric ancestors were trotting around looking for prehistoric mice, all the theorems of geometry were still true.  There was simply nobody around yet with the mental hardware to know them.  So what is there now to prevent the existence of super-theorems in some unimaginably (to humans) comprehensive super-geometry?  True but utterly beyond human understanding.


Around this time, I happened upon a book entitled Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions.  Written by Edwin Abbott
, a nineteenth century Englishman, the book narrates the adventures of a resident of “flatland,” a place with only two dimensions.  A flatlander could move forward and backward, or to the right and left, but not up and down.  The book has a lot of fun with the idea of how circles and squares and angles would look to a flatlander.  But the most gripping part of the story comes when the flatlander -- call him T. D. (Two Dimensional) Sam -- is suddenly transported up into spaceland.  There he sees triangles from above.  He’s shocked, but eventually able to take in some of what he can now see.  When he returns to flatland, though, he tries to tell others about the mysterious third dimension and gets thrown into jail for spreading seditious rumors.  It turns out that the idea of a third dimension is considered to be dangerously subversive by flatlander’s leaders.


But why was poor old T. D. seen as subversive rather than crazy?  ‘Up’ doesn’t exist in two dimensions, so why weren’t T. D. Sam’s claims simply unintelligible?  Because something in his claims ‘rang true’ to the flatlanders.  They couldn’t express it very clearly to one another, but in a vague, intuitive way, it ‘made sense.’  What’s more, this vague ‘something’ was communicable, it was expressible in words.  If T. D. had come back and said, “Hey, everybody, triangles are really jnmrtgb!  They actually have lpwtrffcx!!,” he’d have been committed to an insane asylum, not jailed.  Instead, he might have said something like this: “Look, chaps, you know what it means to go forward and backward along a line.  Right?  Now, imagine standing at a certain point on a line and stepping just the tiniest bit off the line.  At a right angle to the line.  You haven’t moved forward or backward along the line one whit, yet you’ve certainly moved!  You’ve moved in the other dimension!  So, just imagine you are standing at a point, not moving forward or backward, left or right, but ... but moving some other way!  I know you can’t understand directly what that way is -- neither can I, really -- but certainly you can see by analogy what that way must correspond to!”  A sympathetic jailer, well schooled in (two dimensional) geometry, might find this an oddly compelling argument.

***


Six years ago, tired of working in a stressful but basically useless (though well-paying) job as a bureaucratic scientist, I quit to write a book -- which contains a version of the little story about Sam and T.D.Sam.  The title of that book is A Significant Gap.  The metaphor of a flatlander confronting the evident limits of clear comprehension, yet sensing that something beyond those limits can still ‘ring true’ is, I assert, an accurate characterization of our human situation, and perhaps the central metaphor of my manuscript.  My goal for this paper is to lay out the backbone of that manuscript– to distinguish the individual vertebrae that support the body of the book.

My primary claim is that what we call significance is, in the final analysis, a sense of something’s connection with that ‘something-beyond-limits.’  This claim is, in turn, supported by two prior claims: first, that there is “something-beyond-limits” on the far side of an epistemological gap and, second, that the land beyond that gap, though not reachable, can in some sense be seen.  If I term this seeing ‘vision’, then the human yearning for such ‘sight’ stands to the satisfying vision in the same relationship that intellectual perplexity stands to the satisfying knowledge.  In fact, that yearning to see -- to exercise that cross-gap vision -- is the mainspring of a wide array of questions whose evident aim is a perennial philosophy; one such question is “What is the significance of anything?”

Significance


What is the significance of anything?


Surely, questions of significance are in some central way relational.  Something is significant in relation to some other thing.  In most situations, the specific context within which a question is asked provides (or at least hints at) the range of thing to be related, along with some sense of what would constitute a sufficient answer: the significance of a 757 crashing into the Pentagon; the significance of al-Qaida; the significance of a U.S-led war on global terrorism in the post Soviet era.  Though these are complex questions, and though each in turn requires a broader range of ‘things’ to be related, tentatively complete answers do not seem beyond reach.


But there is a problem.  Even though there seem to be plausible answers at each level, there is always a question hovering in the background: What is the broader significance?  My first assertion is that the very notion of significance we all understand carries within itself the seed of unbounded growth.  To truly understand the significance of anything, we must (eventually) understand that thing in an unbounded context.  A context that exceeds clear grasp yet does not exceed any grasp.


Thomas Nagel discusses a related problem in the last chapter of his wonderful little book, What Does It All Mean?
Perhaps you have had the thought that nothing really matters, because in two hundred years we’ll all be dead.  This is a peculiar thought, because it’s not clear why the fact that we’ll be dead in two hundred years should imply that nothing we do now really matters.

The idea seems to be that we are in some kind of rat race, struggling to achieve our goals and make something of our lives, but that this makes sense only if those achievements will be permanent.  But they won’t be.  Even if you produce a great work of literature which continues to be read thousands of years from now, eventually the solar system will cool or the universe will wind down or collapse, and all trace of your efforts will vanish.  In any case, we can’t hope for even a fraction of this sort of immortality.  If there’s any point at all to what we do, we have to find it within our own lives.

Why is there any difficulty in that?  You can explain the point of most of the things you do.  You work to earn money to support yourself and perhaps your family.  You eat because you’re hungry, sleep because you’re tired, go for a walk or call up a friend because you feel like it, read the newspaper to find out what’s going on in the world.  If you didn’t do any of those things you’d be miserable; so what’s the big problem?

The problem is that although there are justifications and explanations for most of the things, big and small, that we do within life, none of these explanations explain the point of your life as a whole – the whole of which all these activities, successes and failures, strivings and disappointments are parts.  If you think about the whole thing, there seems to be no point to it at all.  Looking at it from the outside, it wouldn’t matter if you had never existed.  And after you have gone out of existence, it won’t matter that you did exist.

The problem that Nagel lays out is clearly a subset of the problem of specifying the significance of anything – from life as a whole down to any of life’s simplest episodes.  This problem, of course, will always be clearer when asking for the significance of something suitably large – life and death, for instance – because in such a case the context within which the relationships sufficient to specify the required significance most clearly threaten to exceed all bounds.  However it seems to me that once the problem is clearly met at such grand levels, it will be seen to exist at all levels.


The solution to this problem I am here proposing is essentially a reformulation in transcendent terms
.  Noting that any event in our lives can be understood in a sequence of ever-broadening perspectives, I follow the metaphor of the Flatlanders intuiting a third dimension beyond their two-dimensional grasp; I propose that we intuit a perspective beyond human grasp.  Note that I’m not pretending to specify the significance of anything in particular – an isolated plane-crash, global war, or life itself – but pointing toward the possibility of a solution and, in some sense, the ‘location’ of that solution.


The obscurity of such a ‘location’ suggests an obvious Gordian Knot-cutting rebuttal.  There is no such ‘location.’  Insisting that “the very notion of significance we all understand carries within itself the seed of unbounded growth” is rather like insisting that the very notion “north of here” we Marylanders all understand carries within itself the seed of some mysterious, perpetually receding place called ‘transcendent north’ – a place that remains Zeno-paradoxically forever beyond us.  The problem is not metaphysical, it is linguistic.  Hence, my claim to have solved the problem by transcendental reformulation is rebutted.

The Gap


To answer this challenge, and make my first supporting claim that the gap is real, I’ll return to my home territory: science.  I would claim that science is the premiere knowledge-generating activity of our time.  Hence, one might think that scientists would figure prominently in epistemology.  Not so.  The knowledge gained by scientists is used almost exclusively in furtherance of a specific model of a specific phenomenon – from DNA to black holes.  There are good reasons for this – I have no brief against science – yet there seems to be among scientists a curious lack of interest in how scientific knowledge expands (or challenges) our basic understanding of what it is to know in the first place.  I doubt that most working scientists even know what the word ‘epistemology’ means.  I recall more than once feeling uncomfortable when I exposed my philosophical yearnings to other scientists.  One colleague pointed to a large book entitled Western Civilization on his desk – swamped in a sea of technical books – and said, “That’s about all I need.”  My thesis advisor once laughed in my face, saying that the clarity to be gotten from all of philosophy was inconsequential compared to a good pair of eyeglasses.  Not wanting to offend (and wanting to graduate) I kept my mouth shut.  Yet there were times when I couldn’t help but sense that something I was learning had significance beyond its usefulness to the engine of science.  One thing especially struck me, something for which geologists have created the wonderfully evocative name of Deep Time.


Let me insert something here I give my Philosophy 101 students.
  Though I don’t mention Deep Time by name, its appreciation is the object of the exercise.  This account is meant to show the implications of Deep Time for human knowledge:

Imagine that the universe was created seven days ago.  Imagine that time itself began on a Monday morning at midnight.  Imagine that a universe of pure radiation, a light brighter than any light that would ever be again, appeared and began its expansion into three dimensions – dimensions it actually created in the process.  Five long days pass.  Finally, midmorning Saturday, a small planet is born, of an average star far out on the spiral arm of an average galaxy.  For the ensuing several hours the mechanical movement of gravity molds the sphere of the Earth.  Then something happens.  A ghostly wisp, supremely small in space and short in time: Life -- living in a thin liquid envelope, too thin even to cover the simple sphere of the earth.  Rock continents drift though primeval seas, forming and unforming.  Forming in this last, eleventh hour of Saturday night, are the seven continents and the seven seas.  Finally -- say a minute or so before midnight -- something new is born: Consciousness.  The awakening of an inner, subjective life within life.  Animals that, in one language, call themselves “human” sweep over the land.  The land begins to reflect the fruits of this inner life that strives to remake the outer world in its own image.  Now, in the final few hundredths of a second, modern science begins.  The conscious animals pause in their hurry to remake the land, looking up to the sky in awe, now aware of its true vastness.

Some of the animals simply reject this new view; it doesn’t conveniently fit with their old, ancient ways.  (Ways that stretch back as far as two tenths of a second.)  Some of the animals, more impressed by the new view, reject the older view out of hand.  How outdated it is!  (As old as two tenths of a second.)  Other animals, less interested in the cosmos and more interested in the history of their fellows, dub this the war between religion and science.  The vast majority, however, consider the whole feud a waste of time.  Nobody knows anything for sure and besides, there is still so much of the land to remake, repair and remake again.  “Bring your eyes down from the heavens”, they say peevishly, “and attend to what is in front of your noses!  Time’s a-wasting!”

Finally, some few others retreat from the everyday world, living very modest lives by worldly standards, and give themselves over to the contemplation of this vast drama.  They look long and hard at the land and at the sky and at themselves.  They think.  They study.  They think some more.  And though they think as hard as they can, they can not see themselves and their world at once, in a single, unified vision.  They cannot bring together the objective world and their subjective selves.  But, disciplined by their reverence for the immensity of the cosmos, they are patient.  These few know that knowing is a new thing.  Their fellows are impatient with not knowing; some deny that they do not know (after all, religion has already told them all the answers); some deny that there is anything they cannot eventually know (after all, science will eventually tell them all the answers); most, of course, deny out of hand that there is anything here worth knowing.  But, the few realize that amidst the already-known and the eventually-to-be-known, it is wise to allow a third category.  The Unknown.  They suspect that in that small but persistent gap between their subjective selves and the objective world, there is a hint of that Unknown.  Something there but not graspable.  Something worthy of devoting a life to.

These few are sometimes called philosophers by their fellows.

The point I wish to make here is really quite simple.  Within this picture of the world, our comprehension of that world is an utterly new thing.  So brief that even to speak of its ‘history’ seems an act of hubris.  The inference I wish to draw from this point is also quite simple.  If, indeed, comprehension is such a new-born infant, shouldn’t we consider its grasp to be likewise infantile?  To be sure, Kant’s plumbing of the epistemological depths in pursuit of the synthetic a priori is relatively self contained and doesn’t require the cumulative work of centuries of empirical science.  But given that we are now the inheritors of that science, isn’t Deep Time a more solid foundation – or at any rate a more practical one – for a constraining critique of human knowledge?  How could there not be a gap between what we know and what is?  This, at any rate, is my argument for the reality of that gap.


The real problem, though, isn’t establishing the reality of the gap; it’s appreciating the unsettling implications of that gap.  Sitting by that window some forty years ago with my cat Sam asleep on my geometry book, I was uneasy; the universe seemed suddenly larger and more intimidating.  I suspect that Deep Time is as hard to grasp as death.  Harder, really, since we are forcibly exposed to the death but have no equivalent enforced exposure to Deep Time.


The analogy to death, however, suggests another possible rebuttal – at least in practical terms.  Our death is certainly of significance to us, but not really on a day-to-day basis.  In fact, most of our real lives are lived episode to episode.  Our effective time horizons are set by our professions, not our mortality.  In the same way, it might be argued that the inherent limitations of human knowledge are likewise of little practical significance.  Even if there are super-theorems in some unimaginably (to humans) comprehensive super-geometry, so what?  Perhaps all we need do is replace the “QED” at the end of our proofs with “QED – for the time being.”  Within our proofs, such cosmic epistemological limits have absolutely no impact.  Hence, my claim that the understanding of significance requires the establishment of relationships to the ‘unlimited’ is rebutted.

Something Beyond the Gap


This brings me to my other supporting claim that “the land beyond that gap, though not reachable, can in some sense be seen.”  And further, that the ‘answers’ to such problem as life’s meaning are hidden in ‘locations’ beyond human comprehension – locations ‘beyond’ the gap and thus inevitably beyond clear understanding.  In other words, I claim that the understanding of a question such as the significance of human life is going to be filled with lots of those pesky ‘words-in-quotes’.  In fact, there is more that a passing similarity between my claim and the claim that ‘philosophy’ has any relevance to real life.  To such ruminations as, “after you have gone out of existence, it won’t matter that you did exist” the riposte is, “So what?  Get a grip!”


My answer to such charges would in both cases be based on an analysis of our real-life experience.  The opening step in that analysis is to establish that such experience does indeed raise such basic questions as “What, after all, is the significance of my life?”

First, for the relevance of general ‘philosophy’ to real life, I would argue (as I do to my students) that the significance of such fundamental questions becomes clear as we struggle through life.  When I found myself stuck in a job that stressed me out, I began looking for another job.  A government manager said to me one night (as I was working late) that if I ever wanted a job with him, I could have it.  He offered me satisfactory pay and the security of a civil service position.  Furthermore, given my academic background, the position was not an unreasonable one.  There was just one catch.  I didn’t want the job.  The unsettling question this rejection raised was, of course, “What do I want?”  Such a question is notoriously hard to answer with honest clarity.  (At least beyond the imperative, concrete wants we all experience from minute to minute.)  And I find that the questions that begin to arise when asking myself what I really want quickly move into the domain of such seeming unanswerable questions as “What is the point of it all?”  This is, in fact, my personal experience.

And not just my experience.  A classic example of this particular quandary is the mid-life angst of Leo Tolstoy, which I will quote at some length:

I got married.  The new circumstances of a happy family life completely diverted me from any search for the overall meaning of life.  At that time, my whole life was focused on my family, my wife, my children, and thus on a concern for improving our way of life.  My striving for personal perfection, which had already been replaced by a striving for perfection in general, a striving for progress, now became a striving for what was best for my family and me.  Thus another fifteen years went by.

In spite of the fact that during these fifteen yeas I regarded writing as a trivial endeavor, I continued to write.
  I had already tasted the temptations of authorship, the temptations of enormous monetary rewards and applause for worthless work, and I gave myself up to it as a means of improving my material situation and as a way of stifling any questions in my soul concerning the meaning of my life and of life in general.

As I wrote I taught what was to me the only truth: that we must live for whatever is best for ourselves and our family.

And so I lived.  But five years ago, something very strange began to happen to me.  At first I began having moments of bewilderment, when my life would come to a halt, as if I did not know how to live or what to do; I would lose my presence of mind and fall into a state of depression.  But this passed, and I continued to live as before.  Then the moments of bewilderment recurred more frequently, and they always took the same form.  Whenever my life came to a halt, the questions would arise: Why?  And what next?

At first, I thought these were pointless and irrelevant questions.  I thought that the answers to them were well known and that if I should ever want to resolve them, it would not be too hard for me; it was just that I could not be bothered with it now, but if I should take it upon myself, then I would find answers.  But the questions began to come up more and more frequently, and their demands to be answered became more and more urgent.  And like points concentrated into one spot, these questions without answers came together to form a single black stain.

It happened to me as it happens with everyone who contracts a fatal internal disease.  At first there were the insignificant symptoms of an ailment, which the patient ignores; then these symptoms recur more and more frequently, until they merge into one continuous duration and suffering.  The suffering increases, and before he can turn around the patient discovers what he already knew: the thing he had taken for a mere indisposition is in fact the most important thing on earth for him, is in fact death.

It seemed to Tolstoy that his death entailed the negation of all meaning in his life.
  And this dire observation forced itself upon him as a direct result of his personal experience.  The point I wish to sustain with the help of Tolstoy is that experience does indeed raise such basic questions as “What, after all, is the significance of my life?”

Now, if experience does indeed throw us into such philosophical quandaries, why aren’t we all avid philosophers?  One reason is that such questions are notoriously resistant to clear answers.  Thus, the anxiety provoked by the asking is often unrelieved.  A common method of escape from such experience-based quandaries is usually immersion in the details of every-day life.  Blaise Pascal notes this and claims that such concerns as family and reputation can easily become evasions of the questions of philosophy:

Being unable to cure death, wretchedness and ignorance, people have decided, in order to be happy, not to think about such things…

From childhood on people are made responsible for the care of their honor, their property, their friends, and even of the property and honor of their friends; they are burdened with duties, language-training and exercises, and given to understand that they can never be happy unless their health, their honor, their fortune and those of their friends are in good shape, and that it needs only one thing to go wrong to make them unhappy.  So they are given responsibilities and duties which harass them from the first moment of each day.  You will say that that is an odd way to make them happy; what better means could one devise to make them unhappy?  What could one do?  You would only have to take away all their cares, and then they would see themselves and think about what they are, where they are going.  This is why people cannot be too much occupied and distracted, and that is why, when they have been given so many things to do, if they have some time off they are advised to spend it on diversion and sport, and always to keep themselves occupied.

However, our attention to the smaller things of daily life – which is likewise forced on us by experience – need not entail the willful evasion of ‘larger’ things.  It seems plausible to suppose that the apparent invisibility of larger concerns in everyday life is a simple function of perspective.  A soldier in a battle will not be thinking in strategic terms as he decides which house is likely to hide a sniper, but he knows in the back of his mind that the fact he’s looking at these houses in this town is itself a function of overall strategy.  If he is confident that those who devised such a strategy know their jobs, he will be more able to muster the courage to do his immediate tactical duty.
  In a similar way, the basic but vague questions of philosophy (at least the sort of philosophy I’m here defending) are precisely those that arise when we face strategic decisions in our lives.


I’ve now reached a critical juncture in the development of my position.  I’ve claimed that our understanding of significance entails an infinite regress.  (Perhaps I should say an infinite ‘out-gress’)  I’ve claimed that this regress/out-gress can be surmounted by expanding our understanding to include ‘infinite’ contexts.  In support of this, I’ve claimed that such things as an ‘infinite context’ do, in fact, exist.  Finally, I’ve claimed that experience will eventually bring us to confront such apparently unanswerable questions as “What is the significance of my life?”  I would now knit these together into a final claim that when we face such imponderables, the yearning we nonetheless experience for answers is precisely the searching for something beyond the gap.

Yearning and Vision


This juncture is critical not just because of its capstone claim.  It’s critical because I can no longer hope for your intellectual assent.  The prior claims are at least arguable in the sense that if correct, deliberate thought will find itself compelled to consent.  To accept my final claim, however, you will have to exercise the very function whose existence is in question: cross-gap vision.  I would hardly claim to understand the dynamics of this vision (I’m working my fingers to the bone just to clearly grasp its existence), but I would guess that such vision is in some way volitional.  More to the point, I suspect that such vision cannot be enforced the way that intellectual consent can be forced.


The claim that one must at some point look ‘beyond’ finite human reason is, of course, hardly a new claim.  Nagel, Tolstoy and Pascal all touch on this.  I begin with a quote from Nagel, who appears to question the reality of such a place as ‘beyond’:

The idea of God seems to be the idea of something that can explain everything else…   But my problem here … is that I’m not sure I understand the idea.  Can there really be something which gives point to everything else by encompassing it, but which couldn’t have, or need, any point itself?  Something whose point can’t be questioned from the outside because there is no outside?

If God is supposed to give our lives a meaning that we can’t understand, it’s not much of a consolation.  God as ultimate justification, like God as ultimate explanation, may be an incomprehensible answer to a question we can’t get rid of.  On the other hand, maybe that’s the whole point, and I am failing to understand religious ideas.  Perhaps the belief in God is the belief that the universe is intelligible, but not to us. 

Tolstoy states his claim with a good deal less diffidence.  Having searched fruitlessly for the answers to his questions among such classic philosophers as Socrates, he comes to a sort of awakening:

It was obvious that the resolution of all the possible questions of life (such as, “Is there anything real and imperishable that will come of my illusory and perishable life?” or “What kind of meaning can my finite existence have in this infinite universe?”) could not satisfy me because my question, no matter how simple it may seem at first glance, entails a demand to explain the infinite by means of the finite.

Having understood this, I realized that I could not search for an answer to my question in rational knowledge.  The answer given by rational knowledge is merely an indication that an answer can be obtained only by formulating the question differently, that is, only when the relationship between the finite and the infinite is introduced into the question.  I also realized that no matter how irrational and unattractive the answers given by faith, they have the advantage of bringing to every reply a relationship between the finite and the infinite, without which there can be no reply. 

Tolstoy elsewhere evinces the same discomfort with the answers of ‘faith’, insisting that even if such answers are beyond reason, they must not be in direct conflict with reason.
  Pascal also would insist both on reason and a place ‘beyond’ reason:

One must know when it is right to doubt, to affirm, to submit.  Anyone who does otherwise does not understand the force of reason.  Some people run counter to these three principles, either affirming that everything can be proved, because they know nothing of proof, or doubting everything, because they do not know when to submit, or always submitting, because they do not know when judgment is called for.

Two excesses: to exclude reason, to admit nothing but reason.

Faith certainly tells us what the senses do not, but not the contrary of what they see; it is above, not against them.

Reason’s last step is the recognition that there are an infinite number of things which are beyond it.  It is merely feeble if it does not go as far as to realize this.

Evoking the opinions of the rich and famous has its limits, quickly reached.  But I would at least say that for a claim as unavoidably controversial and obscure as mine, polling those whose opinions have gained a measure of respect has a point; before setting sail on such unsettled seas, it is prudent to consult widely.


Especially prudent given that my claim is not really a claim.  It’s speculation.  But I think it to be plausible speculation.  Wouldn’t it, in fact, make a sort of sense if the persistent yearning for a “philosophia perennis” – a perennial philosophy – were to turn out to be more than an idle dream?  Wouldn’t it, in fact, be saner to assume that the persistent search for answers to deep questions was more than a sort of species-wide neurosis (as Freud claimed)?  Wouldn’t it, in fact, be more reasonable to assume the outer boundary of reason to be less a brick wall than a permeable membrane?  That we are not hermetically sealed off from whatever is beyond us?  That our deepest yearning for significance leads us finally to a vision of our finite selves intimately bound to something infinite?


Isn’t the fruit of our yearning such a vision?  And isn’t such a vision, in fact, the final goal of philosophy?

� Edwin Abbott, Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions (New York: Dover Publications, 1952)


� Thomas Nagel, What Does It All Mean? (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), pages 95-96.





� I should point out that this is a solution Nagel explicitly rejects. 


� This is part of a handout entitled “Is there a Meaning or Purpose to Life?” and is intended to replace the last chapter of White’s Discovering Philosophy.  I use the work of Thomas Nagel to structure elements of this chapter, including the essential incommensurability of objective and subjective accounts of the world that he worked out in his The View from Nowhere (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986).


� A recent book that makes this point in purely philosophical terms is Complexity and Analysis, by Stewart Umphrey (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2002).  His primary point is that philosophical analysis is fundamentally limited, that there is an ineradicable tension between epistemological adequacy and ontological fidelity.  I should probably add that I know Stewart personally; he’s a faculty member of St. John’s College, where I taught briefly.  He was one of my informal ‘consultants’ for A Significant Gap.


� During this period when he regarded his writing as “a trivial endeavor”, he wrote War and Peace!


�I used David Patterson’s translation of Tolstoy’s Confession (New York: W. W. Norton, 1983); this quote is from pages 25 and 26.  Tolstoy completed a rough draft in 1879, but due to difficulties with a censor, it did not appear until 1884.  The book is really quite short.  An easy read.





� For a decidedly unsympathetic analysis, see Antony Flew’s article “Tolstoy and the Meaning of Life”, first published in Ethics (vol. 73, 1963) and later included in E. D. Klemke’s, The Meaning of Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000) Second Edition.





� The Penguin Classics edition of Pascal’s Pensées (London: Penguin, 1966).  The first paragraph is taken from page 66; the second, from page 72.


� There’s a scene in the movie Gettysburg in which a disgruntled Union soldier complains that the Union generals “couldn’t pour piss from a boot even if the instructions were written on the heel.”  I suspect that his Confederate counterparts under Jackson and Lee were suffering similar horrors in combat, yet could more easily rally the spirit to continue precisely because they trusted the strategic acumen of their officers.


� Nagel’s, What Does It All Mean?, pages 99-100.





� Tolstoy’s Confession, pages 58 and 60.





� Perhaps my notion of a cross-gap vision is related to faith.  Perhaps not.  I don’t yet know.  But one danger I devoutly wish to avoid is preemption by one or another religion – to be told I simply need to accept God, or learn faith, or some such.  I reject such claims as having, ironically, failed to hold the very two points I’ve tried so hard to maintain: the gap and its significance.  Any dogma that clearly lays out answers to such questions indicts itself by its very clarity.


� Pascal’s Pensées, pages 83 and 85.
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