
Chapter 1

The Gap between Knowledge

and Wisdom

Philosophy is the love of wisdom. If you think that you are in love with

wisdom, then philosophy is presumably the subject to study. But what is

the wisdom that philosophy teaches? For Socrates, and for nearly all

ancient philosophers that came after him, the wisdom that philosophy

teaches concerns what it might mean to lead a good human life. It was

axiomatic for much ancient philosophy that a good human life would

also be a happy one. In this picture, which finds its definitive expression

in Aristotle, but which is assumed by later Hellenistic schools like the

Stoics, philosophy would allow the attainment of the highest happiness,

namely the life of disinterested contemplation. So, philosophy is the

reflective life, the examined life, the assumption being that the

unexamined life is not worth living. Philosophy should form human

beings and not just inform them.

But it should not be forgotten that although the unexamined life is not

worth living, the unlived life is not worth examining, and philosophy for

the ancients was not divorced from the practical to and fro of everyday

social life. Rather, philosophy as a reflective practice of examining what

passes for truth in the name of truth is something that took place in

what the ancient Greeks called the polis, the public realm of political life.

Philosophy was an eminently practical activity, which is markedly

different from the overwhelmingly theoretical enquiry it has become

since the 17th century.
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In the ancient picture, the wisdom that philosophy teaches us to love is

identical with the pursuit of the good life, a life of reflection and

contemplation that would, by definition, be a happy life. Now, strangely

perhaps, it is this model that most people outside philosophy – that is,

outside the academic study of philosophy – think that most people

inside philosophy are in the grip of. This is why they quite naturally

assume that philosophy’s central question must be the meaning of life.

With this thought in mind, imagine the following scene: the

professional philosopher meets a stranger at a party and in response to

the question ‘so what do you do?’, she replies, and the stranger,

momentarily emboldened and otherwise at a loss for anything to say,

asks, ‘so what’s the meaning of life then?’. At this point, a little nervous

giggling is followed by the philosopher’s anxious attempt to either

change the subject as quickly as possible or to explain with an

embarrassed smile that the academic study of philosophy is not really

about such things. Now, as awkward as I find this situation socially, I

think that the stranger is quite justified in their assumption. That is, if

philosophy does not deal with – not necessarily answer, but at least

tackle – the question of the meaning of life, then philosophers cannot

be said to be doing their job properly.

In my view, the problem here is not so much with people outside

philosophy as with people inside philosophy, our professional

philosophers. For most of us, the very idea that philosophy might be

concerned with the question of the meaning of life or the attainment of

a good and happy human life is something of a joke, and furthermore a

joke in rather poor taste. Such questions are relegated to the realm of

what is patronizingly called ‘folk psychology’. For the most part,

professional philosophy has happily conceded this terrain to the vast

and ever-rising tide of books on ‘mind, body, and spirit’, those rows of

brightly coloured New Age titles that sit embarrassingly near the ever-

shrinking philosophy sections in high street book stores. Professional

philosophy has largely given up such battles and taken early

retirement.

Th
e G

ap
 b

etw
een

 K
n

o
w

led
g

e an
d

 W
isd

o
m

3



With what, then, is philosophy concerned for most professional

philosophers, if it is not concerned with wisdom? Let’s say it is

concerned with knowledge. Knowledge of what? At its broadest, we

might say that philosophy is concerned with knowledge of how things

are the way they are. The Latin word for knowledge – scientia – is

illuminating here. The question of knowledge, of knowing how things

are the way they are, is a scientific one. It is science, modern natural

science, that provides us with the best and most reliable knowledge of

how things are the way they are. Why? Because natural science can offer

empirical proof for its hypotheses, it can verify its claims. If I say, ‘Jesus

Christ is the redeemer of humankind’, and offer no empirical proof, then

whether I accept the claim or not is wholly a matter a faith. But if I say

that the substance of water is characterized by having at all times two

parts hydrogen to one part oxygen, then I can show this in an

experiment to prove the result.

As we are all acutely aware, we live in a scientific world, a world where

we are expected to provide empirical evidence for our claims or find

those claims rightly rejected. The scientific conception of the world,

which dates back to the early decades of the 17th century in England

and France, dominates the way we see things and, perhaps even more

importantly, the way we expect to see things. We expect to see things

somewhat like spectators in a theatre where we can inspect them

theoretically – the Greek word for a theatre spectator is a theoros.

Things are present as objects that are empirically and immediately given

in the form of sensations or representations. Science gives us

knowledge of the nature of such things. These things are then called

‘facts’.

In a science-dominated world, what role does our professional

philosopher assign to philosophy? This can in part be answered by

recalling the Greek word for knowledge, episteme. Philosophy becomes

epistemology, the theory of knowledge. That is, it is overwhelmingly

concerned with logical and methodological questions as to how we
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know what we know, and in virtue of what such knowledge is valid.

Philosophy becomes a theoretical enquiry into the conditions under

which scientific knowledge is possible. In the scientific conception of the

world, the role of philosophy moves from being, as it was for Plato, the

queen of the sciences, where theoretical knowledge was unified with

practical wisdom. It becomes rather, in John Locke’s formula at the

beginning of An Essay Concerning Human Understanding in 1689, an

under-labourer to science, whose job is to clear away the rubbish that

lies in the way to knowledge and scientific progress. Philosophers

become janitors in the Crystal Palace of the sciences.

The job of a janitor is respectable enough, but what of the question of

wisdom? The problem here is that science is wonderful: it provides us

with a truer, better account of the way things are, what contemporary

philosophers are fond of calling a ‘naturalistic ontology’. Furthermore,

through the work of science’s helpmeet, technology, our lives have

been transformed and improved to an extent unimaginable to someone

from the ancient world, or even indeed to our great-grandparents.

Science is therefore not only wonderful, it is effective. Yet, despite this –

or perhaps because of it – the question of wisdom still nags at us, it still

irritates like an appendix we believed we no longer needed.

The question is: does the scientific conception of the world eradicate

the need for an answer to the question of the meaning of life? Does the

body of knowledge require the appendectomy of wisdom? In a certain

extreme view it does, and some philosophers might argue that all

questions must either be answerable through empirical enquiry or be

rejected as spurious. As such, it might be claimed, the question of the

meaning of life can be answered causally or empirically through

Darwinian evolutionary theory. In this picture, life is explicable on the

basis of certain causal hypotheses, such as natural selection: that is,

human cognition is the outcome of evolutionary dispositions. There is

even a branch of philosophy called ‘evolutionary epistemology’ that

attempts first to reduce all philosophical questions to epistemological
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questions, and secondly to claim that all such questions have to be

answered with reference to evolutionary dispositions.

I take a less extreme view of the relation between knowledge and

wisdom, or between scientific enquiry and what we might call

humanistic enquiry. I do not think that the question of the meaning of

life is reducible to empirical investigation. It is just not a causal matter.

There is, I think, a gap between knowledge and wisdom: not an

explanatory gap that might be closed by producing a better, more

comprehensive theory, but more of a felt gap. If all epistemic worries are

to be resolved empirically by scientific enquiry, then we might feel that

even if – one fine and beautiful morning – all those worries were

resolved, then this would somehow still be irrelevant to the question of

wisdom, to the question of knowing in what exactly a good human life

might consist.

The paradox – and it is a massive paradox of everyday experience, that

we will meet in Chapter 2 as the paradox of nihilism – is that the

scientific conception of the world does not close the gap between

knowledge and wisdom, but makes us feel it all the more acutely. I

would even wager that this paradox is at its most acute in scientifically

and technologically highly developed societies. It is in advanced

Western societies that the gap between knowledge and wisdom seems

to widen into an abyss. In this sense, the speculative question of the

meaning of life is a consequence of luxury and affluence. Perhaps it was

ever thus – philosophy only arises once the basic exigencies of life have

been provided. As Bertolt Brecht said, ‘food first, then ethics’. True

enough. But the curious fact about human beings is that when you give

them food, even more food than they can eat, when you shower them

with every earthly blessing, then they will concoct new miseries for

themselves, new neuroses and pathologies, and even a new ‘science’ to

deal with those new neuroses and pathologies: psychoanalysis,

psychotherapy, aromatherapy, reflexology, or whatever. It is when the

force of this paradox begins to be felt existentially that the neglected
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question of the meaning of life comes back with a real and frightening

vengeance: ‘I seem to have everything I need and want, but what is the

point of my life?’

This curious but utterly everyday state of affairs is the justified source of

many of the, in my view, unjustified attempts to fill the ‘meaning gap’

and answer the question of the meaning of life. This can be done in

many ways: through a return to traditional religion, or through the

invention of a new religion; through political authoritarianism, which is

often combined with a return to traditional religion in a heady cocktail

(for example, Serbian nationalism); or through the 57 varieties of filling

the meaning gap that are currently available in the supermarket of

esotericism: astrology, yoga, sitting under pyramids holding crystals,

finding your inner child, or whatever. As we will see towards the end of

this little book, these are varieties of obscurantism. That is, if what is

mistaken in much contemporary philosophy is its infatuation with

science, which leads to scientism, then the equally mistaken rejection of

science leads to obscurantism. One of my closing claims will be that

there is a risk of obscurantism in some contemporary Continental

philosophy. So, if the risk of contemporary philosophy is scientism, then

its obverse reflection is obscurantism. In John Stuart Mill’s words, ‘the

one doctrine is accused of making men beasts, the other lunatics’.

So, to recapitulate a little, ancient philosophy was characterized,

amongst other things, by an identity, or at least an attempted

integration, of knowledge and wisdom: namely, that a knowledge of

how things were the way they were would lead to wisdom in the

conduct of one’s life. The assumption that ties knowledge and wisdom

together is the idea that the cosmos as such expresses a human

purpose, and therefore that knowledge of nature would be part and

parcel of what it means to be human. This is what is called the

‘teleological view of the universe’, where each natural thing can be

explained in terms of what Aristotle called its final cause, that goal for

the sake of which a thing is the way it is. Such a view allowed for a

Th
e G

ap
 b

etw
een

 K
n

o
w

led
g

e an
d

 W
isd

o
m

7



felicitous unity of theory and practice, of knowledge and wisdom, of

causal explanation and existential understanding or meaning, where,

for example, nature can be seen as a living book written by the hand of

God.

In the modern world, through the extraordinary progress of the

sciences from the 17th century to the present, this unity has split apart.

René Descartes is already writing in 1641, in Meditations on First

Philosophy, ‘the customary search for final causes is utterly useless in

physics’. The universe expresses no human purpose, it is simply

governed by physical laws that we can do our best to ascertain, but

which are indifferent to human striving. The universe is vast, cold,

inhuman, and mechanical. This is why Blaise Pascal, writing at the time

of the emergence of this transformed world-view in the late 1650s, says

that ‘the eternal silence of infinite spaces fills me with dread’. That is,

knowledge of the infinite, open universe of Copernicus and Galileo,

without meaning or final purpose, inspires sheer anxiety when one

turns to the question of wisdom. This is one expression of the historical

and spiritual experience that is known as the Enlightenment: we are left

with an experiential gap between the realms of knowledge and wisdom,

truth and meaning, theory and practice, causal explanation and

existential understanding. As Max Weber expresses it some two and a

half centuries later, the scientific revolution, in its undeniable truth,

produced a disenchantment of nature. Nature is no longer the visible

expression of some ‘world soul’ in which humans also participate.

Rather, nature is sheer, impersonal objective ‘stuff’, which is law

governed, causally explicable, but completely cut adrift from human

intentions.

If that is so, then the problem for us moderns is clear: in the face of the

disenchantment of nature brought about by the scientific revolution, we

experience a gap between knowledge and wisdom that has the

consequence of divesting our lives of meaning. The question is: can

nature or indeed human selves become re-enchanted in such a way that
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reduces or even eliminates the meaning gap and produces some

plausible conception of a good life? The dilemma seems to be

intractable: on the one hand, the philosophical cost of scientific

truth seems to be scientism, in which case we become beasts. On

the other hand, the rejection of scientism through a new

humanization of the cosmos seems to lead to obscurantism, in

which case we become lunatics. Neither side of this alternative is

particularly attractive. Towards the end of this book, I will try and

suggest a middle path.

But what, you may well ask, has this got to do with Continental

philosophy? My contention is that what philosophy should be thinking

through at present is this dilemma which on the one side threatens to

turn us into beasts, and on the other side into lunatics. This means that

the question of wisdom, and its related question of the meaning of life,

should at the very least move closer to the centre of philosophical

activity and not be treated with indifference, embarrassment, or even

contempt. The appeal of much that goes under the name of Continental

philosophy, in my view, is that it attempts to unify or at least move

closer together questions of knowledge and wisdom, of philosophical

truth and existential meaning. Examples are legion here, whether one

thinks of Hegel on the life and death struggle for recognition as part and

parcel of the ascent to absolute knowing; Nietzsche on the death of God

and the need for a revaluation of values; Karl Marx on the alienation of

human beings under conditions of capitalism and the requirement for

an emancipatory and equitable social transformation; Freud on the

unconscious repression at work in dreams, jokes, and slips of the tongue

and what that reveals about the irrationality at the heart of mental life;

Heidegger on anxiety, the deadening indifference of inauthentic social

life, and the need for an authentic existence; Sartre on bad faith, nausea,

and the useless but necessary passion of human freedom; Albert Camus

on the question of suicide in a universe rendered absurd by the death of

God; Emmanuel Levinas on the trauma of our infinite responsibilities to

others. This list could be extended.
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That is, the appeal of Continental philosophy is that it seems closer to

the grain and detail of human existence. It seems truer to the drama of

life, to the stuff of human hopes and fears, and the many little woes and

weals to which our flesh is prone. Of course, that is not to say that such

concerns are entirely absent from mainstream Anglo-American or

analytic philosophy. Although it might be fair to say, in my terms, that

much of the latter is dominated by the question of knowledge,

conceived scientifically or naturalistically, at the expense of the question

of wisdom, this would not explain a figure like Ludwig Wittgenstein, for

example, whose enormous appeal as a thinker might be said to be

based on the way philosophical truth comes together with a certain

conception of existential meaning, indeed a certain way of life. That is,

the animating desire of Wittgenstein’s work might be said to be

therapeutic. So, let’s say that the attempt to bridge the gap between

knowledge and wisdom is not a sufficient condition for discriminating

between analytic and Continental philosophy. That is not the issue. My

general point is that the attempt to bridge that gap should be a

necessary condition for all philosophizing.
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