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Knowledge is a significant good. With time, human beings acquire more and better

knowledge. Hence, it seems, prima facie, better to be born later. We ought to pity

people who lived in the past, since they were so ignorant, lacking in this manifest

good. Moreover, we ought to be sorry that we were not born later than we were, since

we will be missing out on all the gains in knowledge and understanding that will

occur after we die. As possessors of knowledge, it is a misfortune to have been born

already, given that we shall not live forever. Indeed, we are always born too early.

Let us imagine that we could decide when to come into existence. In order to think

about this, we need, first, to bracket the difficulty that we need already to exist in

order to make such a decision. Second, we need to be released from our attachment to

our contemporaries. Let us assume, for the purpose of the thought experiment, that

we could retain our current close associations but also simply move backward or

forward in time or that relationships and attachments that are just as good would

come to exist. We also do not want the urge to know things, or similar urges, to affect

the time preference by causing a desire to come into existence quickly, rather than

wait longer in existential limbo. We can think that the thought experiment of when to

come into existence is being made behind the equivalent of what John Rawls called a

veil of ignorance. We would know in a very general way the extent of knowledge in

different periods, but neither the details nor when in time our current existence

already happens to be located. The knowledge accessible behind the veil would need

to be general and somewhat vague, in order to avoid various complications. We can

limit it, in the thought experiment, to a broad awareness of the increase or decrease in

knowledge in various periods. This, after all, is the information relevant to the

knowledge-based decision of when to come into existence.1
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When, then, should we decide to be born? Being born at a given time involves a

loss of the potential for greater knowledge, which we could have if born later, and

would thus be a mistake. Hence the required reply, for people who value knowledge,

seems to be ‘‘In any case, not yet.’’ This reply would apply, prima facie, forever. But

never taking the plunge into coming into existence also cannot be the correct reply,

since non-existent individuals know nothing. Given that knowledge increases in

time, it appears that it is always better to wait longer before coming into existence in

order to gain more value, but by remaining indefinitely non-existent we would

remain without any value. We should not choose ourselves into existence, since at

any given time, we should wait longer. Yet we must do so. This is paradoxical.

The proposed thought experiment goes beyond the generation of a paradox, in

that it makes us view in a new way questions about misfortune, the role of time,

history, and the comparison of lives. It also forces us to think hard how much we do

value knowledge. It might be claimed that we could not have been born at any time

other than we were and still be ourselves and, hence, that it cannot be a misfortune

not to have been born later. This sort of criticism would rule out too many

interesting thought experiments, and we are not compelled to accept it. But even if it

were true, the impossibility of being born as oneself, later, would merely raise the

argument up a level, and the misfortune would become the fact that we could not

have been born later. The argument will remain interesting, though it would not

demonstrate the paradox. Let us proceed on the assumption that it makes sense to

ask ourselves when it would have been best for us to have been born.

Not all knowledge is good for everyone to have. Ignorance can be bliss and

illusion positive. But knowledge, broadly understood, is a significant good, and it

seems to have an intrinsic value. To be informed, to be knowledgeable, to

understand, not to hold false beliefs on important matters, to possess many insights,

to be connected to reality, to have learned from past experiences of oneself or

others, and to be wise, can plausibly be seen as a very great good. Adam and Eve’s

opting for the forbidden fruit of knowledge in Eden, or Faust’s temptation to cut a

deal with the devil, while extreme, are not incomprehensible. Here we shall simply

assume that, overall, it is better to know than not to know, and better to know more,

to understand more deeply, and that this matters to a significant degree.2

The claim that we come to know more with time does not apply to all types of

knowledge. Certain crafts have declined or have even been forgotten. Most central

forms of knowledge declined considerably during certain periods, such as the Middle

Ages in Europe, and it is not inconceivable that some future catastrophe might cause

a widespread loss of collective knowledge. Historical knowledge is, in any case,

curious here, inasmuch as there is considerable knowledge by acquaintance of events

that we ourselves have experienced, and the loss of such contemporary knowledge

might not be bettered by future retrospective knowledge. We are likely, therefore, to

know more about any period by living through it rather than by living a century later.

There are likely to be additional ways in which the claim for the linear increase of

collective knowledge needs to be restricted. But apart from such marginal cases, the

argument is plausible. We clearly know much more about the natural world, the

2 See Saul Smilansky, Free Will and Illusion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
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social world, and history than our ancestors. Almost all philosophers of science,

irrespective of their other differences, hold that knowledge increases, as would most

competent practitioners of fields such as psychology, economics, or history. The

human store of information has never been as great, and we have much greater

understanding of most things than did past societies. We possess more and better

theories, as well as having more accumulated experience.

Much of the gain achieved through the ages is qualitative, including novel

thinking, new discoveries, surprising insights, and fruitful innovative interpreta-

tions. But it is important to see that in many ways even the mere passage of time

matters, since barring some drastic disappearance of knowledge, humanity gains

more experience even when no cognitive breakthroughs are made. As in personal

life, experience matters and the mere passage of time is frequently instructive. This

does not mean that we are more intelligent than people were in the past or that we

should deny the greatness of many past contributors to knowledge. But even if we

stand on the shoulders of giants, we can know, not least for that very reason, more

than they could. They could not stand on their own shoulders or on the shoulders of

people who appeared between themselves and us. Moreover, with the passing of

time, we often perceive better which among past contributions matters. We can put

the knowledge of past periods into a clearer perspective than people who lived

during the past periods. The relevant issues are complicated, and we should be

sensitive to the different senses of ‘‘knowledge’’ and to the possibility that some

knowledge has been lost. But broadly speaking, progress in knowledge, at least if a

person lives in a modern society, is undeniable. Just as our library collections have

never been so rich, our state of knowledge is similarly growing. No one has ever had

it so good, when it comes to knowledge.

Another objection might be that as individuals we do not know more than people

in the past. In fact, as the body of knowledge has increased so dramatically, no

single individual can know as much of what there is to know as someone could in

the past. Thus in a sense, the more knowledge there is, each of us knows

proportionally less. This is true, in a way, but does not reverse the conclusion about

when it would be better to be born. Three things matter most in having knowledge:

the totality of knowledge available to humanity, the potential for individuals to gain

access to the knowledge, and the level of knowledge typically possessed by

individuals. Each of us does not need to know the cures for all the currently curable

diseases. It is enough that the cures are known. While someone might not be terribly

interested in zoology, the economics of monetary policy, the history of Spain, or the

philosophy of language, it is significant to know that if the person were to become

interested, the knowledge is out there, and could be gained. Finally, it is much easier

than it was in earlier times to be adequately well-informed in a general way about

the world, history, science, economics, and art. Our current level of knowledge will

seem pitiable to future generations. We do not even realize how much we do not

know, but we are at a great advantage compared to our predecessors. It suffices that

in these central senses, there is clearly more knowledge than there was in the past,

and there will be yet more knowledge in the future.

Can knowledge be completed, so that everything, or at least everything worth

knowing, will become known? This possibility can be readily discounted, since we
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can see from experience that with new knowledge comes also an awareness of

further areas of significant ignorance. Throughout history, there were people who

thought that we are close to knowing everything in their field, yet all their claims

have been refuted. If we look back even as far as three millennia, it is the case that,

with the exception of some bad patches, the later a person would have been born,

the better off the person would have been, when it comes to knowledge. The broad

understanding of knowledge at issue here, which includes insight, depth and

wisdom, makes this concern even more unreal.

It might be asked what is so special about knowledge. After all, just as we may

want to know more, we might desire to be taller, wealthier, or more handsome. But

there are differences. Unlike most things, knowledge can usefully grow indefinitely.

There is little point in becoming taller, after a person reaches a certain height, and,

indeed, continuing to grow would soon become a disadvantage. Nor would there be

much use in growing ever more handsome, or wealthier. Moreover, with knowledge

there is a time-related evolutionary process at work. Therefore it makes sense to

think that it is a pity that we were not born later concerning knowledge, but not

concerning most other matters, where being born later would simply not provide

any advantage. There is a disanalogy here. History is linear with respect to

knowledge as it is not for almost everything else that a person could reasonably

desire. It is not unusual or surprising to say that we wish we were taller, wealthier,

or more handsome, or that we had more beauty or love in our lives, but it is unusual

and surprising to wish to be born later. We are in a position to see why such a wish,

if uncommon, makes sense. The desire for knowledge can lead us to prefer to have

been born later, in a way that the desire for the other good things does not.

Another objection might be raised about the element of complaint. We may wish

to have had more in our lives in many respects, but we should not dwell on this. We

should make the best we can with what we have, including the knowledge that we

were granted. But this misconstrues the situation with respect to knowledge. When

we contemplate that being born later would have been better, we are not whining,

but realizing a fact. This fact gives rise to a value-based preference. Knowledge is a

great value, pursued by some of the most admirable people throughout the ages, and

it is not as though to want more of it is to be spoiled. It is also worth noticing that the

desire for knowledge is not competitive or exclusive, as would typically be the case

with most desires to have had more, such as the desires to be taller, wealthier, or

more handsome. If we were born later we would know more than we do now, not

more than would other people at the time when we would be living, since they could

possess the same knowledge that we possess. The desire for knowledge is worthy in

large part, because it is a way of connecting to intrinsic value, and not, as with many

desires, merely a way of triumphing over our contemporaries. The desire for

knowledge may be analogous to the desire to be good. But there is no reason to

think that moral goodness has been consistently increasing with time.

We sometimes emphasize the inherent good in learning, the beauty of making

discoveries, and the pleasures of the companionship of specific learning commu-

nities. In these respects, there is no reason to think that there is a bias in favor of

later times. Perhaps in some areas it was even easier to make discoveries in the past,

as so much less was known. But this is not the sort of value under consideration.
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Plato was not only an extraordinarily original philosopher, but he had Socrates as a

teacher, and Aristotle as a student. It is fine to reflect on all this, but it is not

pertinent to the argument at issue. Plato did not know about the free will problem,

for example, let alone the many insights that we have gained with regard to it over

the years. Nor did he know about Kantian ethics or the political lessons of the

American, French, or Russian Revolutions. In that sense, he knew much less than

many of us, on issues of great importance. Similarly, Aristotle was a seminal figure

in biology, a term he coined. But he knew nothing of genetics, and very little about

the procreative process, the role of the brain, or the circulation of the blood. In those

respects, he was ignorant and mistaken compared to an average biology student

today. It was not his fault; he was simply born too early.

The giants of the past would have given a great deal to know what people within

their field know today as a matter of course. We are much better off, in that sense,

since we know what they sought to know but did not. If we take knowledge

seriously, we ought to be envious of our grandchildren, who will know much more

than we do. Indeed, this can be a test of genuine curiosity and passion for

knowledge. Would we, as it were, choose to be born later, everything else held

constant, just in order to know more? We should wish, prima facie, to be born later,

although when exactly, as later should always be better, brings up the paradox noted

earlier.

A further difficulty looms. We cannot consistently apply the argument to all

people, since some people need to be around in each generation in order to advance

knowledge, if it is indeed to be better to be born in the future. It remains true,

nevertheless, that for each of us it would have been better, prima facie, to be born

later.

Finally, it is indisputable that things other than knowledge matter and that some

of them do not always improve over time. This might affect our overall judgment,

such that we might think that living in an earlier period might be better than living

in a later period, even when there is more knowledge in the later period. In any

event, the aim here has not been to provide conclusive proof of general progress, but

merely to explore the implications of the progress in knowledge. For the most part,

knowledge clearly does progress, and insofar as knowledge matters, temporal

lateness would be a great asset.3

3 This article has benefited from comments by Amihud Gilead, Iddo Landau, Ariel Meirav, Daniel

Statman, an anonymous referee, and Thomas Magnell, Editor-in Chief of the Journal of Value Inquiry.

If Knowledge Is Good, We Are Always Born Too Early 59

123


	If Knowledge Is Good, We Are Always Born Too Early


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org?)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /DEU <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [5952.756 8418.897]
>> setpagedevice


