
I want to start with a little poem.  
 
A boy of 11 once dreamed . . .  
 
Andre Malraux, a 20th c French novelist, art historian, resistance 
leader, minister of culture under de Gaulle and the only person 
for whom Picasso would stop painting when he visited his studio. 
Malraux obsessed about the questions that torture and “death 
raised about the meaning of the world.” He especially admired 
Dostoevsky, the Russian whose wrote profoundly probing novels 
of society’s victims and victimizers “not in order to console the 
murderers and the prostitutes, but to shake the pillars that 
uphold the riddle of the world. The supreme riddle of ‘what am I 
doing on this earth where sorrow reigns.” 
 
What would the solution to the riddle of the world, the 
explanation of the meaning of the world, have to accomplish? It 
would have to solve everything, here and now, and everywhere 
else. Anything less would not be accepted as the answer. And 
especially, it would have to resolve the worst of everything.  
 
As the solution to a riddle, it could not rely on belief, or faith, or 
theory, or possibility. It would have to be incontestable, based on 
an irresistible rigor. It would have to be able to stand against all 
possible force. Anything less is useless.  

 
Where would we even look for such an answer? Only one field 
rises to the level of such a demand. Philosophy.  
 
This is not a philosophical culture. The first Harry Potter book was 
called the philosopher’s stone. But when it was published in the 
United States, it was re-titled the sorcerer’s stone. I’ll tell you a 
story. I began reading philosophy at a young age, and by the 
time I got to Harvard I had read through most of the major 

Western philosophers—Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Kant, Hume, 
and so on. The one major figure I hadn’t explored was 
Wittgenstein, whom I studied sophomore year—with Stanley 
Cavell, whose book The World Viewed created the field of 



semiotics and the philosophical analysis of film. By then I’d been 
doing philosophy for about 10 years and felt I had gone as far as 
I could and needed time away. Before philosophy I had studied a 
lot of science, especially physics. So I took a physics course, and 
once back into science, I began to think about medicine. I was 
now a second semester junior and didn’t have much time to take 
the pre-med courses I’d need to apply to medical school. I had to 
take chemistry, a year of inorganic followed by a year of organic. 
But inorganic wasn’t offered beginning mid-year. Organic was, 
but taking it before inorganic required a very high score on the 
chemistry achievement test and the professor’s permission. I had 
the score; for permission, I had to meet with Frank Westheimer, 
renowned organic chemist, member of the National Academy of 
Sciences, and former national science advisor to President 
Johnson. The first thing he said to me after hello was, “It’s 
because of people like you that Chem 20 has such a bad 
reputation—people enrolling without proper preparation.” My 
board score calmed him a bit. Then, “What’s your concentration 
(Harvard for major)?” Philosophy. Pause. Deep breath (him). 
Leaning back in chair (him again). “Well . . . I can’t claim to know 
much about philosophy, but my sense is that it’s either the 
easiest of all subjects, or the most difficult. And from what I’ve 
heard, the way it’s done at Harvard, it’s the most difficult. You 
can take the course.” 
  

What matters when addressing broad and deep issues is not  
personal philosophy, a point of view, but philosophy at the 
highest level of rigor. Philosophy as Einstein and Heisenberg—the 
2 greatest physicists of the 20th century—used it. Philosophy as in 
the hands of Socrates—the rigorous investigation of if we know 
and how we know what we think we know.  
 
You may have the impression that, at least in principle, you 
decide whether you’re at rest or in motion,  or that you can 

determine the position and velocity of small particles like 
electrons. But Einstein and Heisenberg, creators of relativity and 
quantum mechanics, showed, through close analysis, 
philosophical analysis, that you cannot. The physics that results 



from such analysis is more powerful than any based on naïve, 
imaginary, unsupportable claims.  
 
Mort Janklow is a famous literary agent whose clients include 
popes, presidents, Nobel laureates, and people who sell lots of 
books. I met with him about a variety of projects, from speed-
reading typography to film. He was curious about the source of so 
many seemingly unrelated results. From a central core of 
philosophical analysis, I explained. “Stop right there. Where 
you’re sitting (the couch), Steven Weinberg, the Nobel laureate in 
physics, was once sitting, and he emphasized that, at the highest 
level, physics becomes philosophy. I’m the choir. I understand.” 
 
 
 


