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This paper elucidates and analyzes the theory of knowledge in the
thought of Thomas Nagel, the contemporary American philosopher,
focusing on the fundamental paradox he identifies at the heart of
human cognition. By simultaneously embracing realism and
skepticism, Nagel establishes a position that can be termed "tragic
epistemology.” On one hand, it affirms the existence of an
independent world and the possibility of objectivity; on the other, it
acknowledges the inherent and structural limitations of the human
subject in attaining it.

Initially, the role of reason as the primary tool of cognition and the
"court of appeal” against subjectivity is examined, demonstrating that
for Nagel ,reason is the ultimate arbiter and the condition for the
possibility of any objectivity. Subsequently, by analyzing the fourfold
limitations of the knowing subject—namely existential, temporal,
perceptual, and epistemological—the various dimensions of the
incompleteness of human knowledge are revealed. Following this,
Nagel's critique of reductive and evolutionary explanations for the
origin of reason, as well as the concept of the "comprehensive
conception” as the ideal endpoint of knowledge, are analyzed.
Ultimately, it is shown that, from Nagel's perspective, the pursuit of
truth is both an unavoidable necessity and a perpetually unfinished
endeavor for humans. The existential structure of the subject
precludes the possibility of attaining absolute knowledge, even as
reason incessantly draws him toward it. Thus, the human epistemic
condition within Nagel's framework is a tragic one: humans are
condemned to seek a truth they can never fully possess.
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Extended Abstract

Thomas Nagel’s epistemology occupies a distinctive position in contemporary analytic
philosophy, offering a vision of human reason that is both elevated and tragic. At its core lies
a profound paradox: our simultaneous commitment to the existence of an independent reality
and our recognition of the unavoidable limitations imposed on us as knowing subjects. Nagel
positions human intellect at the intersection of realism and skepticism, not as conflicting
stances but as mutually dependent poles of cognition. Reason draws us irresistibly toward
objectivity, yet our finitude ensures that this goal remains forever out of reach. This dual
movement forms what might be called Nagel’s tragic epistemology: the pursuit of truth as an
endless, self-aware striving toward an ever-receding goal.

The paradox of knowledge originates in the mind itself. Human cognition is the very
condition that makes objectivity possible, but it is also the barrier that guarantees its
incompleteness. The very faculty—our rational consciousness—that opens up reality to us
also binds us within our own perspective. This is not simply a matter of ignorance, but a
structural feature of our existence as finite rational beings. To pursue objectivity is to attempt
to transcend one’s own point of view, yet every act of understanding is necessarily bound to
that viewpoint. Thus, the tension between subjectivity and objectivity is not a mere problem
to be solved. It is the permanent condition of human thought.

Within this tension, reason asserts itself as our principal instrument and tribunal of
knowledge. Nagel reclaims for reason its classical dignity: it is a normative, self-correcting
faculty that reaches beyond personal psychology or cultural context. Reason is not merely a
tool for survival honed by evolution, but the capacity to judge and revise our own
assumptions—a “court of appeal” against distortions of perspective, enabling us to justify
our beliefs from a standpoint that any rational agent could potentially share. This universality
does not require the God’s-eye view, but arises from the mind’s inherent power to move
beyond the contingencies of self and circumstance.

Yet the authority of reason introduces new mysteries. If rationality is merely a product
of natural evolution, on what grounds can its conclusions claim universal validity? An
evolutionary account may explain how reasoning beings emerge, but it cannot secure the
truth of what they believe. For Nagel, this is not a temporary scientific gap; it is a permanent
puzzle for naturalism. Our capacity to apprehend mathematical or moral truths seems to
surpass what biological necessity alone would demand. Thus, the “mystery of objectivity”
exposes a faculty within nature that defies complete naturalistic explanation. In this sense,
reason is both a part of nature and a manifestation of something that transcends it.

This insight lies at the heart of Nagel’s skeptical realism. He rejects both the optimism
of rationalism, which presumes the potential for total comprehension, and the reductionism
of naturalism, which would subsume reason to natural mechanisms alone. Instead, Nagel
understands knowledge as a human enterprise rooted in limited capacities but oriented toward
an infinite ideal. Objectivity serves as a regulative ideal—a direction for thought rather than
an attainable state. The tragedy of knowledge is this perpetual gap between aspiration and
attainment: the mind is condemned to seek a truth it can only ever approximate. Yet it is this
very striving that constitutes the grandeur of rational life.
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Nagel identifies four fundamental limitations that shape our cognitive situation:
existential, temporal, perceptual, and epistemic. The existential limitation arises from our
finitude—a product of being contingent beings located in a specific time and place. The
temporal limitation concerns the transience of knowers: individual insights perish, and even
collective knowledge is always open to revision and decay. The perceptual limitation reflects
the inbuilt constraints of our cognitive apparatus; some aspects of reality may forever lie
beyond our mental reach. Lastly, the epistemic limitation is the persistence of skepticism: no
method or theory can eradicate the possibility of error. At every stage, skeptical doubt
shadows our advances—not as a failure, but as an accompaniment.

Taken together, these limits outline the structure of what Nagel terms tragic realism.
Human cognition cannot abandon its yearning for objectivity, yet it can never fully achieve
it. Knowledge, therefore, is not a finished possession but an ongoing, open-ended process of
refinement and self-correction. This process finds its highest form in what Nagel calls the
comprehensive conception: the effort to construct a worldview that includes not only the
world but also the observer’s own perspective as part of it. True intellectual progress occurs
when we reflect critically on the very frameworks of thought themselves, turning our own
cognitive processes into objects of scrutiny.

Yet, the aspiration to complete comprehensiveness gives rise to a paradox. To
conceive of a perspective that encompasses both world and observer is to desire a divine
omniscience forever denied to finite creatures. At best, the mind can only approach this ideal
by an unending series of expansions, each one bringing new awareness of its own ignorance.
Here lies the tragic grandeur of reason: as it achieves more, it becomes ever more aware of
what it cannot achieve. Progress in knowledge is marked by an ever-deepening sense of its
own limits, with finitude transformed into the very engine of inquiry.

Nagel situates his stance against three classical responses to the problem of
knowledge. The skeptical tradition acknowledges the mind—-world gap and concludes that
knowledge is impossible. The reductive tradition redefines truth as coherence within
subjective or linguistic systems, leaving aside the ideal of an independent reality. The heroic
tradition looks to metaphysical guarantees—a divine intellect or innate ideas—to bridge the
gap. Nagel finds all three approaches unsatisfactory. Skepticism renounces inquiry;
reductionism dismisses the aspiration for objectivity; metaphysical heroism seeks a certainty
that cannot be justified. The alternative, skeptical realism, maintains commitment to an
objective world while acknowledging the permanent incompleteness of our grasp on it.
Philosophy’s task is not to eliminate this tension but to become lucid within it.

Even this balanced stance contains its own risks. The pursuit of objectivity can foster
certain distortions. First, there is excessive objectivity: the danger that detachment may erode
the meaning of personal and moral life. Second, there is false objectification, when scientific
methods are misapplied to domains such as consciousness, ethics, or art, which require
interpretive understanding. Third, Nagel notes the phenomenon of double vision—holding
two fundamentally incommensurable perspectives: seeing ourselves as physical mechanisms
and as conscious agents. Both perspectives have validity but cannot be fully unified.

This dual vision, for Nagel, is the essence of the tragic insight. Reason enables us to
see from beyond ourselves, yet confines us within the limits that self-awareness reveals. The
more we succeed in objectifying the world, the more alien it may seem. Knowledge thus
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becomes a drama of revelation and estrangement. The rational subject stands suspended
between the internal and external, compelled to inhabit both perspectives without collapsing
either.

For Nagel, such tension is not grounds for despair but for intellectual maturity. The
tragedy of knowledge is inseparable from its greatness: reason’s awareness of its own
boundaries. To acknowledge this is to trade the illusion of mastery for the virtue of humility.
The goal is not omniscience but lucidity, a recognition of both the power and the limits of
thought. In this way, human cognition becomes a luminous fragment—reflecting but never
containing the world.

Nagel’s tragic epistemology teaches that the pursuit of truth continues precisely
because of its incompleteness. The dignity of reason lies in its openness to self-
transcendence, sustained by both doubt and commitment. The human mind, divided between
finitude and infinity, between subjectivity and objectivity, finds its grandeur in the refusal to
abandon the search. The tragedy of knowledge is not that we know too little, but that our
longing to know can never end.
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