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Understanding The Last Answer by Isaac Asimov

The Last Answer is a thought-provoking short story penned by the prolific science fiction author
Isaac Asimov. It delves into profound themes surrounding immortality, the nature of existence, and
the limits of human understanding. Asimov, known for his ability to blend scientific principles with
imaginative storytelling, explores these themes through a narrative that raises questions about life
and the afterlife.

In this article, we will examine the plot, characters, themes, and the broader implications of The Last
Answer, providing a comprehensive understanding of this remarkable work.

Plot Summary

The Last Answer revolves around the character of a man named Andrew Hargrove, who is depicted as
a brilliant scientist. The narrative unfolds in a future where advanced technology has allowed
humanity to explore the boundaries of existence and the concept of life after death. The story begins
with Hargrove at the brink of death, grappling with his mortality.

As he faces his impending demise, Hargrove's thoughts turn to his life’s work and his quest for
answers about what lies beyond death. In a moment of desperation, he wishes for an answer that
could reveal the truth about existence and what happens after one dies. This wish triggers a series of
events that lead him to encounter a higher intelligence, which Asimov describes as a god-like entity.

The core of the plot revolves around Hargrove’s interaction with this entity, which ultimately provides
him with an answer to his existential questions. However, the response he receives is not what he
expected, leading to a profound realization about the nature of knowledge and the human
experience.

Character Analysis

Andrew Hargrove

Andrew Hargrove serves as the story's protagonist, representing the archetypal scientist who seeks
knowledge and understanding. His character embodies the human struggle with mortality and the
desire for immortality. Hargrove is depicted as both intelligent and introspective, grappling with
complex philosophical questions throughout the narrative.

The Higher Intelligence

The higher intelligence in the story serves as a catalyst for Hargrove’s transformation. While it
represents an omniscient force capable of answering humanity’s deepest questions, it also symbolizes



the limitations of human understanding. The interactions between Hargrove and this entity reveal the
complexities of existence and the often-unattainable nature of absolute knowledge.

Themes Explored in The Last Answer

Asimov's The Last Answer is rich in themes that resonate deeply with readers. Below are some of the
most prominent themes explored within the narrative:

1. The Nature of Existence

The story poses fundamental questions about what it means to exist. Hargrove’s quest for answers
reflects humanity’s innate desire to understand the purpose of life and what happens after death.
Asimov challenges the reader to consider the implications of existence beyond the physical realm.

2. Mortality and Immortality

Hargrove's struggle with the concept of death highlights the tension between mortality and the desire
for immortality. The story examines the human fear of death and the lengths to which individuals will
go to seek answers about life after death. It raises the question of whether immortality is truly
desirable or if it might come with unforeseen consequences.

3. The Limitations of Knowledge

Asimov emphasizes that while humans possess remarkable intellectual capabilities, there are limits to
what can be known. The story suggests that some answers may be beyond human comprehension,
and that the pursuit of knowledge itself can lead to existential crises. Hargrove’s ultimate realization
illustrates the idea that some questions may not have satisfactory answers.

4. The Role of Faith

The narrative also touches on the theme of faith, as Hargrove's interaction with the higher
intelligence can be interpreted as a metaphor for religious experiences. The story invites readers to
reflect on their beliefs and the ways in which faith can influence one’s understanding of life and
death.

Literary Techniques and Style

Asimov’s writing style in The Last Answer showcases his ability to blend scientific concepts with
compelling storytelling. Key literary techniques include:

1. Dialogue
The conversations between Hargrove and the higher intelligence are pivotal in conveying the

philosophical themes of the story. Through dialogue, Asimov explores complex ideas in an accessible
manner, allowing readers to engage with the material on a deeper level.



2. Symbolism

The higher intelligence serves as a symbol of the unknown, representing humanity’s search for
meaning. Asimov employs symbolism effectively to convey the struggle between knowledge and
ignorance, as well as the human desire for understanding.

3. Irony

The story is laced with irony, particularly in the way Hargrove’s quest for answers culminates in an
unexpected revelation. This irony enhances the narrative's depth, prompting readers to reconsider
their assumptions about knowledge and existence.

Broader Implications of The Last Answer

The Last Answer extends beyond its narrative to engage with broader philosophical and existential
guestions that are relevant to contemporary audiences.

1. Philosophical Inquiry

The story encourages readers to engage in philosophical inquiry about life, death, and the nature of
reality. It invites reflection on personal beliefs and the human condition, prompting discussions about
the meaning of existence in a rapidly changing world.

2. Technological Advancement

Asimov's work often reflects concerns about the implications of technological advancement. In The
Last Answer, the advanced technology that allows for interaction with the higher intelligence raises
guestions about the ethical considerations of such capabilities and the responsibilities that come with
knowledge.

3. The Search for Meaning

In an era marked by existential uncertainty, The Last Answer resonates with individuals seeking
meaning in their lives. Asimov’s exploration of humanity’s quest for understanding serves as a
reminder that the search for meaning is an intrinsic part of the human experience.

Conclusion

The Last Answer by Isaac Asimov is more than just a short story; it is a profound exploration of
humanity’s most pressing questions regarding existence, mortality, and the limits of knowledge.
Through the lens of Andrew Hargrove’s journey, Asimov masterfully combines philosophical inquiry
with compelling storytelling, leaving readers with a sense of wonder and introspection.

As readers engage with the themes and implications of The Last Answer, they are reminded of the
intrinsic human desire to seek understanding in a complex and often mysterious universe. Asimov’s
work continues to resonate, encouraging us to grapple with the questions that define our humanity. In



this time of rapid change and uncertainty, The Last Answer stands as a vital piece of literature that
challenges us to reflect on our beliefs and our place in the cosmos.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Isaac Asimov's 'The Last Answer'?

The main theme revolves around the concept of immortality and the philosophical implications of
human existence, exploring how knowledge and understanding shape our perception of life and
death.

When was 'The Last Answer' published?

‘The Last Answer' was first published in 1980 in the collection 'The Best of Isaac Asimov'.

Who are the central characters in 'The Last Answer'?

The central character is Dr. Joseph Schwartz, a dying scientist who encounters a higher intelligence
that challenges his views on life and death.

What literary genre does 'The Last Answer' belong to?

'The Last Answer' is primarily classified as science fiction, incorporating elements of philosophical
speculation.

How does 'The Last Answer' reflect Asimov's views on science
and technology?

The story reflects Asimov's belief in the potential of science and technology to provide answers to
life's greatest questions, while also highlighting the limitations of human understanding.

What is the significance of the title 'The Last Answer'?

The title signifies the ultimate quest for knowledge and understanding, suggesting that the final
answer to life's mysteries is both sought after and elusive.

What philosophical questions does 'The Last Answer' raise?

The story raises questions about the nature of existence, the afterlife, and what it means to truly
understand one's purpose in the universe.

Has 'The Last Answer' influenced other works in science
fiction?

Yes, 'The Last Answer' has influenced various works in science fiction that explore themes of
consciousness, artificial intelligence, and existentialism.
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