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Preface

I began writing what would eventually form chapters of this book over ten years ago,
and while I owe all those who have helped me in this endeavour a debt of gratitude,
I am sure to neglect to mention some of them, including, I fear, some who have made
a major difference. Nonetheless, it seems better to err on the side of recognizing those
whom I recall having helped me, rather than to recognize no one at all so as to avoid
the non-recognition of some.

It first occurred to me that I could write seriously on the topic of the meaning of
life upon hearing a talk by Susan Wolf in the mid-1990s. I was then a graduate student
in philosophy at Cornell University, and she visited that department to give a collo-
quium on the role of judgements of life’s meaning in the work of Bernard Williams
and the way a different, more plausible conception of it would affect his conclusions.’
She approached the topic of life’s meaning in the same analytic manner as I had been
taught to deal with issues of well-being and morality, something I had not seen done
before. Although I was in the middle of a doctorate on a different topic, her presenta-
tion stayed with me, and eventually prompted me to write my first essay on meaning
in life in 1997, which ended up winning a Jacobsen Prize, an essay competition for best
paper on the nature and value of life. That was some inspiration to continue.

After that, I decided to write a string of articles and chapters that I envisioned
would eventually become part of this book, and I thank the many people who
provided input on them, acknowledging here those (besides anonymous referees)
who took the time to provide written comments or to speak with me one-on-
one: Alexander Alexis, Lucy Allais, Nafsika Athanassoulis, David Benatar, Lisa
Bortolotti, Johan Brinnmark, David Brink, Alex Broadbent, Eric Brown, David
Copp, John Cottingham, Roger Crisp, Garrett Cullity, Christopher Eberle, John
Martin Fischer, Larry James, Ward Jones, John Kekes, Stephen Kershnar, Sigurdur
Kristinsson, Laurance Kuper, Alexandros Kyriakou, Michael Lacewing, Iddo Landau,
James Lenman, Mark Leon, Jerrold Levinson, David Martens, Darrel Moellendorf,
Yujin Nagasawa, Mark Oppenheimer, Michael Pendlebury, David Phillips, Duncan
Pritchard, Philip Quinn, Piers Rawling, David Schmidtz, Joshua Seachris, Frank
Snyckers, Johan Snyman, Jim Stone, Eleonore Stump, Frans Svensson, Pedro Tabensky,
Torbjoérn T4nnsjo, Brooke Alan Trisel, Neil Van Leeuwen, Samantha Vice, Christopher
Wellman, Eric Wiland, and Wai-hung Wong.

I also thank my editor at Oxford University Press, Peter Momtchiloft, who pro-
vided helpful guidance on the book proposal, as well as the Stellenbosch Institute for

' For the eventual publication, see Wolf (1997¢).
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Advanced Study (STIAS), which gave me a fellowship to support the writing of it.

With regard to the book qua book, I am pleased to acknowledge the input of two care-

ful and thoughtful reviewers for Oxford University Press, whose comments have led to

significant changes in the manuscript, as well as the advice of Hennie Létter, who also

read the entire draft (and without financial inducement). In addition, I have benefited

from the help of Adrian Erasmus, who collated the references and secured permissions

to use materials from the following essays:

Metz, Thaddeus (2012) “‘Understanding the question of life’s meaning’, in Exploring
the Meaning of Life: An Anthology and Guide, Seachris, Joshua (ed.), Oxford: John
Wiley & Sons, pp. 23—7.

Metz, Thaddeus (2011) ‘The good, the true and the beautiful: towards a unified
account of great meaning in life’, Religious Studies, 47: 389—409.

Metz, Thaddeus (2010) ‘The meaning of life’, in Oxford Bibliographies
Online: Philosophy, Pritchard, Duncan (ed.), Oxford: Oxford University Press,
<http://oxfordbibliographiesonline.com/display/id/obo-9780195396577-0070>
Metz, Thaddeus (2009) ‘Imperfection as sufficient for a meaningful life: how
much is enough?’, in New Waves in Philosophy of Religion, Nagasawa, Yujin and
Wielenberg, Erik (eds), New York: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 192—214.

Metz, Thaddeus (2009) ‘Happiness and meaningfulness: some key differences’, in
Philosophy and Happiness, Bortolotti, Lisa (ed.), New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
pp- 3—20.

Metz, Thaddeus (2008) ‘God, morality and the meaning of life’, in The Moral
Life: Essays in Honour of John Cottingham, Athanassoulis, Nafsika and Vice, Samantha
(eds), New York: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 201—27.

Metz, Thaddeus (2007) ‘God’s purpose as irrelevant to life’s meaning: reply to
Affolter’, Religious Studies, 43: 457—064.

Metz, Thaddeus (2007) ‘New developments in the meaning of life’, Philosophy
Compass, 2: 196—217.

Metz, Thaddeus (2007) “The meaning of life’, in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
Zalta, Edward (ed.), <http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/life-meaning/>

Metz, Thaddeus (2005) ‘Introduction’ (to a special issue on ‘Meaning in Life’),
Philosophical Papers, 34: 311—29.

Metz, Thaddeus (2005) ‘Critical notice: Baier and Cottingham on the meaning of
life’, Disputatio, 19: 215—28.

Metz, Thaddeus (2003) ‘The immortality requirement for life’s meaning’, Ratio,
16: 161—77.

Metz, Thaddeus (2003) ‘Utilitarianism and the meaning of life’, Utilitas, 15: s0—70.
Metz, Thaddeus (2002) ‘Recent work on the meaning of life’, Ethics, 112: 781—814.
Metz, Thaddeus (2001) “The concept of a meaningful life’, American Philosophical

Quarterly, 38: 137-53.
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¢ Metz, Thaddeus (2000) ‘Could God’s purpose be the source of life’s meaning?’,
Religious Studies, 36: 293—313.

* Metz, Thaddeus (1998) ‘Contributions toward a naturalist theory of life’s mean-
ing’, Dialogue and Universalism, 8: 25—32.

I do not refer specifically to these previously published works when I use material
from them, except where it is important to indicate when certain ideas first appeared
in print. For instance, sometimes I respond to critics of essays of mine, while at other
times I need to clarify that I am not cribbing from others who have made points simi-
lar to ones I am making.

I would also like to thank the several sources of funding awarded to assist with
various chapters, beginning with the most recent: Incentive Funding for ‘A’ Rated
Researchers from the South African National Research Foundation (2008-2012);
a Research Promotion Grant from the University of the Witwatersrand Faculty of
Humanities Research Committee (2006); Research Awards from the University of
Missouri Research Board (2004, 1999); a Summer Stipend to a Senior Researcher
from the United States National Endowment for the Humanities (2004); a Research
Fellowship from the University of the Witwatersrand Research Committee
(2002-2003); and Research Awards from the University of Missouri-St Louis Senate
Research Panel (2002, 1997).This book would not have appeared, or at least not nearly
as ‘soon’ as it has, without the generous amount of time free from teaching and the
other forms of support that these bodies have given me. Similar remarks go for the
Research Professorship offered by Dean Rory Ryan at the University of Johannesburg
in 2009. I am truly grateful.

Although I have still probably failed to convey to my mother, Ellen Metz, my
brother, Joshua Metz, and my parents in-law, Aziz and Zohra Hassim, precisely what it
is that I do as a philosopher, they have always been encouraging and expressed pride in
me for the work that I do. My companion, Adila Hassim, entered my life at the time
that I embarked on this intellectual journey, and has for over a decade, with little visible
annoyance, put up with random solicitations from me for her reactions to a variety of
thought experiments, hypotheticals, intuitions, arguments, and principles. Her intellect
and love—both powerful—have enriched this book and my life; I am lucky that she
chose to be with me, and that she has chosen to stay. Finally, there are my two young
boys, destroyers of men and worlds, occasions for redemption and virtue, bodies with
beautiful eyes and insightful minds, and sites of hand-holding and giggles. I behold all
of you, but dedicate this, my first book, to my first-born son, Mika’il Metz.






Contents

1 Introduction

1.1 Finding meaning through the search for it
1.2 Clarifying the question

1.3 Answering the question

1.4 Overview of the answer

Part I Meaning as One Part of a Good Life

2 The Concept of Meaning

2.1 The meaning of ‘meaning’

2.2 Concept and conceptions of meaning
2.3 Unpromising analyses

2.4 Monist analyses

2.5 A pluralist analysis

2.6 From concept to conception

The Bearer of Meaning

3.1 ‘Life’ as what is meaningful

3.2 Mereology and meaning: whole, part, extent, balance
3.3 Rejecting the pure whole-life view

3.4 Rejecting the pure part-life view

3.5 Developing the mixed view

The Value of Meaning

4.1 Values in life

4.2 That pleasure and meaning differ

4.3 How pleasure and meaning are similar
4.4 How pleasure and meaning difter

4.5 Happiness and meaning as basic goods

Part II Supernaturalist Theories of Meaning in Life

5 Purpose Theory I: Questioning Motivations

5.1 Overview

5.2 Supernaturalism: God- and soul-centred theories
5.3 Weaker arguments for purpose theory

5.4 The strongest argument for purpose theory

5.5 How to account for an invariant morality

O O\ W = -

17
17
18
21
24
34
35

37
37
38
40
49
S1

59

59
60

62
65
73

77
77
79
82
84
87



X

CONTENTS

6 Purpose Theory II: Advancing Objections

6.1 Aiming to undermine purpose theory

6.2 God’s purpose v. God’s morality

6.3 God’s purpose v. God’s omnipotence

6.4 God’s purpose v. God’s eternality

6.5 A new argument against purpose theory

6.6 Reconsidering the qualitative properties and purposiveness
6.7 The end of purpose theory

7 Non-purposive Supernaturalism

8

7.1 How to be a supernaturalist

7.2 God-centred theory grounded on the qualitative properties
7.3 An analysis of soul-centred theory

7.4 Arguments for soul-centred theory

7.5 Arguments against an immortality requirement

7.6 The perfection thesis as the fundamental motivation for supernaturalism

Rejecting Supernaturalism
8.1 How to be a naturalist
8.2 Weak arguments against supernaturalism
8.3 Meaning because there is nothing supernatural
8.4 Meaning even if there were nothing supernatural
8.5 Meaning without knowledge of the supernatural
8.6 Developing the imperfection thesis
8.7 Implications of the imperfection thesis

Part III Naturalist Theories of Meaning in Life

o Subjectivism

9.1 Overview

9.2 Naturalism: subjectivism and objectivism
9.3 Types of subjectivism

9.4 Arguments for subjectivism

9.5 The argument against subjectivism

9.6 The ‘whac-a-mole’ problem

10 Objectivism I: Being Attracted, Meriting Attraction, and Promoting

II

Consequences

10.1 Objective naturalism

10.2 Subjective attraction to objective attractiveness
10.3 Making people in the world better off

10.4 Making better people in the world

10.5 Agent-relativity as intrinsic to meaning

Objectivism II: Non-consequentialism
11.1 Honing in on that sublime nature and lofty goal

11.2 Non-consequentialist objective naturalism

98
98
99
104
105
106
114
117

119
119
120
122
124
133
137

139
139
140
142
144
145
146
158

163
163
104
165
169
175
179

180
180
182
184
192
197
199

199
200



CONTENTS X1

11.3 Existing non-consequentialist theories 200

11.4 Towards a new non-consequentialism 218

12 Objectivism III: The Fundamentality Theory 219
12.1 Time to get deep 219

12.2 Desiderata for an attractive theory 220

12.3 The fundamentality theory 222

12.4 Refining the fundamentality theory 233

12.5 Reconsidering the fundamentality theory 236

13 Conclusion: The Fine Game of Nil 240
13.1 Remaining concerns 240

13.2 Supernaturalism redux 242

13.3 The point of view of the universe 244

13.4 Concerns about remaining 247
Epilogue 249
Bibliography 251

Index 263






1

Introduction

“You lay a heavy question on me: What is the meaning or purpose of life? It seems to
me to be the only question worth asking and one that probably a person ought

not spend too much time answering.

David Small*

“The meaning of life, you ask? Being aware of it, I should say’

Edward Albee?

1.1 Finding meaning through the search for it

I have not taken David Small’s counsel not to spend too much time trying to answer
the question of what would make a life meaningful. Indeed, after having spent about
ten years doing so, I realize that I am sympathetic to the old saying that the meaning
of life lies in the search for it, which Edward Albee expresses with grace. Now, no one
really buys that, at least as a complete account of meaning in life; I cannot recall a sin-
gle philosophical work I have read on the topic that even mentions the idea that life’s
meaning is comprised of the quest for it, let alone takes the idea seriously. However, as
I begin to write a book that systematically searches for the most justified answer to the
question of what constitutes meaning in life—and as you begin to read it—I want to
consider whether there is a kernel of truth to be had here.

I confess that what has largely motivated me to devote a substantial portion of my
research time over the past decade to issues of meaningfulness has been an unarticu-
lated sense that doing so would itself be a meaningful enterprise, the sort of thing
comparable to, say, rearing children with love or creating a work of art. I have not
thought that I have had a moral obligation to write the material that would eventually
appear in this book. Nor have I thought that I have been doing something supereroga-
tory, a morally praiseworthy project above and beyond the call of duty. Furthermore,
it has not occurred to me that I am becoming a more excellent person, perfecting

valuable facets of my human nature, by conducting research into the particular topic

" Quote solicited by Moorhead (1988: 179). > Quote solicited by Moorhead (1988: 10).
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of life’s meaning. In addition, it is doubtful that I am a person who has become all that
much happier or better off by virtue of undertaking this research. As most scholars will
tell you, it feels great to make an apparent discovery and to receive positive news from
publishers, but those feelings are butterflies, beautiful creatures that quickly fly away,
abandoning one to the unattractive, heavier feelings of guilt, shame, anxiety, and worry
that one is not writing enough, or that one is not writing well enough, or that editors
will not accept for publication what one has written well enough, or that people will
not read what one has written well enough and published, or that they will read what
one has written well enough and published, but not recognize that it is written well
enough to critically discuss. That spiral continues for a while.

Instead of being motivated by duty, supererogation, excellence, or happiness, I have
been driven to write about what makes a life meaningful because, at some level, I have
believed that doing so would itself be meaningful, even if far from the level of the works
of Nelson Mandela, Mother Teresa, Albert Einstein, Charles Darwin, Pablo Picasso,
Fyodor Dostoyevsky, and the like, in our stereotypical apprehension of them. I am not
saying that I thought that conducting research into the meaning of life would be an
instrument by which I could eventually obtain meaning from some other, more practi-
cal endeavours. The idea has not been, for instance, that my research would eventually
lead me to discover with some degree of assurance what constitutes meaning in life,
thereby enabling me to close my laptop, get up from my desk and go and make my life
meaningful. Although I do believe there are better and worse answers to the question
of life’s meaning, and I like to think I am often able to distinguish between them with
justification, it is not as though I have felt that knowledge of what makes a life meaning-
ful is a necessary tool without which I could not acquire meaning in light of it. Instead,
my view has been that finding full-blown knowledge of what makes a life meaningful
would be meaningful for its own sake, and, furthermore, that searching for knowledge of
meaning would also be meaningful for its own sake, regardless of whether it successfully
lands me with knowledge (at least, if I had a reasonable chance of success).

I suspect most readers’ orientation to this book is similar. Perhaps some are looking
for definite answers, champing at the bit to get to the end of the book, at which point
their doubts will have been settled and they will have found a north star by which to
guide their travels. I do argue against a wide array of accounts of what makes a life
meaningful and proffer my own, which I find most promising. However, the field of
systematic enquiry into meaningfulness is too young to expect very firm results at
this point in time. It is only in the past three or four decades that a distinct field has
arisen with thoughtful and intricate argumentation, and it is rare that more than 10
books, chapters, or articles squarely on the meaning of life in English are published
in a given year. I conclude that the theory of meaning in life that I favour is the most
defensible, given the current state of the academic literature, but I make no stronger
claim than that.

Perhaps an offer of the theory of meaning that is most justified relative to the body
of English-speaking philosophical writings that exist as of early 2012 is enough to
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motivate some who feel lost to read this book. My point is that they, along with what
[ suspect are most readers, are probably also reading this book out of the hunch that
thinking carefully about what makes a life meaningful would ifself make their life
at least somewhat more meaningful. A philosophical theory of life’s meaning should
account for that intuition.

In the rest of this chapter, I spell out what I aim to accomplish in this book. I begin
by providing some clarity to the nature of the main question I seek to answer (1.2),
after which I indicate the methods I use to answer it (1.3). Then, I provide a brief
overview of the chapters, which includes a sketch of the answers to the question that
I reject and of the answer that I defend (1.4).

1.2 Clarifying the question

In this section, I bring out what I mean in posing the question of what would make a
life meaningful. Some of this is a matter of indicating what the concept of life’s mean-
ing inherently includes (or what talk of it essentially connotes), but I do not here aim
to provide a thorough, positive analysis of the concept (or definition of terms), some-
thing I undertake in Chapter 2. Instead, my focus here is more negative, in the sense of
primarily indicating what the concept does not essentially include.

Most people, or at least philosophers, interested in topics readily placed under the
rubric of ‘the meaning of life’ ultimately want to know what, if anything, would con-
fer meaning on their own lives and the lives of those people for whom they care.? Of
course, some, perhaps even a substantial minority, might also or instead be interested
in considerations of whether the universe has a meaning or of whether the human
species does. However, I do not address these ‘holist” or ‘cosmic’ questions in this book.
For one, although there is clearly a body of literature addressing these topics,* it is small
compared to the number of ‘individualist’ writings, of which there are well enough to
warrant treatment on their own. For another, often asking “What is the point of it all?’
or ‘How did we get here?’ is a function of a deeper concern to know how;, if at all, the
existence of individual human beings can be significant.

In any event, in this book I am strictly concerned to address this individualist orien-
tation, so that another title for it could have been Meaning in a Life. When I speak of
‘meaningful’ and synonyms such as ‘significant’, ‘important’, ‘matters’ and the like, the
only bearer that I have in mind is a human person’s life. This includes the phrase ‘the
meaning of life’, which several in the literature, unlike me, use to connote ideas about
human life as such, not a given human’s life. I set aside such holist understandings of

the question of life’s meaning, so as to make progress on the individualist construal.

3 I disagree with many theorists of meaning in life who take the ‘first-person’ perspective, i.e., the ques-
tion of whether one’s own life is meaningful, to be basic in some respect (e.g., Wong 2008). Most of us are
concerned about whether, say, the lives of our spouses and children are meaningful, and not merely because
the meaning of our own life might depend on the meaningfulness of theirs.

+ Wisdom (1965); Britton (1969); Edwards (1972); Munitz (1986); Cooper (2003: 126—42); Seachris (2009).
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Note that talk of an individual’s ‘life’ being meaningful is vague, and admits of two
different understandings, both of which I address. One sense I label ‘whole-life’, which
concerns the respects in which a person’s life as an entirety can be meaningful, perhaps
from a deathbed perspective, looking back on the story one’s life makes up. Contrast
this with a ‘part-life’ sense, where one considers how a segment of a life can be mean-
ingful or not.There are those in the literature who restrict talk of ‘meaning’ to lives as
a whole; they believe that the only bearer of meaning is a person’s entire existence as
a pattern or narrative, and not any subset of it. That belief could be true, but I submit
that, if it were true, it would not be so by definition of phrases such as ‘meaning in life’.
A time of engaging in prostitution to feed a drug addiction can be characterized with-
out logical contradiction as a ‘meaningless period in one’ life’, as something distinct
from a ‘meaningless life as a whole’. Or at least that is the way I elect to use the relevant
terms. When the distinction is not important to the issue at hand, I gloss it by speaking
merely of ‘life’ being meaningful. At other times, though, particularly when I address
whole-lifers who provide substantive arguments for the view that only a complete life
is something that can have meaning or not, I make the distinction salient.

Nearly all those writing on meaning in life believe that it comes in degrees, so that,
say, some lives as a whole are more meaningful than others (perhaps contra Sartre 1946;
Britton 1969: 189, 192). Note that calling someone’s life ‘more important’ or ‘more
significant’ than another’s might be thought to imply some kind of assessment from
a moral perspective, but in the present context it does not. One can coherently hold
the view that some people’s lives are less meaningful, important, etc. than others, or
even downright meaningless, and still maintain that people have an equal moral status
grounding obligations to help and not to harm. Consider a consequentialist moral
theory according to which each individual counts for one in virtue of having a cap-
acity for a meaningful life (cf. Railton 1984), or a Kantian perspective that people have
a dignity in virtue of their capacity for autonomous choices and meaning is a function
of exercising this capacity (Nozick 1974: 48-51). On both views, ethical norms could
counsel an agent to help people with comparatively meaningless or unimportant lives,
precisely because they are peers with regard to moral standing.

Another element of the question of life’s meaning that I take for granted in my
enquiry is that meaningfulness, whether of the whole of one’s life or a part, is desir-
able. More strongly, when I speak of ‘meaning’ and cognate terms, by definition I mean
something that is finally, and not merely instrumentally, valuable. Such talk connotes
something that is good for its own sake, and not merely as a means to something else
distinct from it. There are some in the literature who deem talk of ‘meaning’ to indi-
cate something that could be evaluatively neutral, a property that, say, an evolutionary
biologist would be comfortable invoking. However, I stipulate here that by ‘meaning’
I am in part essentially conveying something that is worthy for its own sake, something
that provides a person with at least some (pro tanto) basic reason to prize it.

Furthermore, I, like most in the field, take specific exemplary instances of great
meaning to have been realized by the likes of Mandela, Mother Teresa, Einstein,
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Darwin, Picasso, and Dostoyevsky. I often use the phrase ‘the good, the true, and the
beautiful’ to capture their accomplishments, and the reader should read that figura-
tively, as a rough way of referring to certain kinds of moral achievement, intellectual
reflection, and aesthetic creation. Hence, the reader is cautioned, for instance, not to
use a plain sense of ‘the good’ that would be overly broad for connoting something
more than do-gooding, such as pleasure. Insofar as ‘the good’least controversially con-
fers meaning on life, it picks out ethical accomplishments such as maintaining integrity
in the face of temptation, going beyond the call of duty to help others, helping to pull
off a just political revolution, and, at a more everyday level, sustaining friendly and
loving relationships. Similarly, the reader should note that ‘the true’ refers to thinking
that need not be literally the truth, and ‘the beautiful’ picks out artwork that could be
original, revealing, and emotionally stirring without necessarily being alluring.

Note that it does not follow from this definition of ‘meaningful’ that I have analyti-
cally ruled out the possibility that Adolf Hitler’s life was meaningful. To maintain that
talk of ‘meaning’ essentially connotes something desirable of the sort widely taken to
be instantiated by helping others does not logically imply that immoral projects cannot
be desirable in the relevant way. For all I have said, Hitler’s life conceptually could have
been meaningful and even in virtue of having achieved his end of wiping out Europe’s
Jewish population, a view that some philosophers have found palatable.’ To say that
Hitler’s existence was ‘significant’, I am contending, would indicate that it was valuable
merely in a certain respect, which would leave open the judgements that what he did was
seriously immoral and that he had the most reason not to do it.

Just as it is not a logical contradiction to speak of an ‘immoral but meaningful life’,
so it is not to speak of an ‘unhappy but meaningful life’. There are many conditions
that appear suitably described as ‘meaningful misery’, with some examples being peo-
ple who: take care of a sick, elderly parent when doing so would prevent them from
pastimes they would find enjoyable; struggle against injustice at the cost of their own
peace and harmony; and sacrifice life or limb so that others will survive. If one believes
that these lives are not in fact meaningful, that would take argument to show and could
not be established merely by definition upon accurately describing them as ‘unhappy’.

Similarly, it does not do violence to ordinary linguistic usage, at least among phil-
osophers, to speak of a ‘happy but meaningless life’, with prominent examples from
the literature including: being subject to manipulation and passivity, but feeling cheery
because of consumerism and spectacular culture (Marcuse 1964; Debord 1967); spend-
ing life in an experience machine that gives the occupant the vivid impression he is
doing sophisticated and interesting things that he is not (Nozick 1974: 42-5); rolling a
rock up a hill for eternity and enjoying it because of the way the gods have structured
one’s brain (Taylor 1987: 679-81); and being taken in by charlatans who make one feel
special, say, falsely believing in the fidelity of one’s beloved or in the divine status of a
charismatic leader (Wolf 1997a: 218).

5 Ellin (1995: 326); Kekes (2000: 30); Belliotti (2001: 7); Frankfurt (2002: 248—9); Wong (2008: 141).
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So far, I have suggested that talk of ‘meaningfulness’ (and cognate terms) does not
by definition connote anything about rightness or happiness. Conversely, I do not
think that ‘absurd’ is best understood to be a synonym of ‘meaningless’. The concept
of absurdity, if one is usefully narrow when analysing it, essentially involves the idea
of incongruity (Feinberg 1980; Martin 2002: 219-24), whereas the concept of mean-
inglessness does not. For example, Albert Camus (1942) famously maintains that a
world without God and a soul fails to fit our expectations for order and justice in
the universe, and Thomas Nagel (1971, 1986: 208-32) argues that certain unavoidable
standpoints that we take on our lives render them absurd, since they posit contradic-
tory judgement about whether they matter. Even if life were absurd in these ways, it
would not follow, by definition, that no individual lives can be meaningful.

Finally, consider the concept of futility (analysed with care by Trisel 2002). Futility
is more or less the idea of a repeated failure to obtain one’s ends. Given that analy-
sis, a human being’s life logically could be meaningless but not futile, for she might
have done a good job of realizing ends such as urinating in snow and chewing gum.
Conversely, it seems that a life could conceivably be futile but meaningtul, for instance,
if one believes that meaning in one’s life can come from states that one cannot bring
about, perhaps being one of God’s chosen people.

To sum up, the concept of a meaningful life includes the idea of a human person’s
existence (and not human life as such) exhibiting a kind of non-instrumental value
to some degree, where this value: is exemplified by the good (morality), the true
(enquiry), and the beautiful (creativity); is not by definition the same as happiness or
rightness; and is logically compatible with absurdity and futility. The related concept, of
a meaningless life, indicates the comparative lack of this value in a person’s existence,
does not necessarily include the presence of futility or absurdity (but might), and is
exemplified by a life spent in an experience machine or forever rolling a stone.

This rough account of what I mean when asking what would make a life meaning-
ful is substantially negative in the sense of mainly indicating what the question does
not essentially include. As such, it is merely a beginning, with the more positive project
of articulating an explicit and comprehensive account of it being undertaken in the
following chapter. For now, my goal is merely to put enough flesh onto the skeleton
of the question of how (if at all) one’s life can be meaningful in order to clarify my

project in this book.

1.3 Answering the question

One could seek to answer the question of what constitutes meaning in life by pre-
senting a list of specific ways to do so. Few in the literature have sought to do that,
and even one of those who has admits, ‘Lists are boring. They fail to make us stop
and think. They fail to illuminate underlying structure’ (Schmidtz 2001: 177). The
philosophical mind, or at least one major sort of it, seeks more than a list because it
seeks order, roughly explanatory unity, amongst diversity. It naturally asks this of a list
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of meaningful conditions: is there something that all the elements on the list have in
common? An answer to this question is what [ often call a ‘theory’ or ‘principle’ of
meaning in life. Prominent theories of life’s meaning, stated in unrefined ways, include
the views that it 1s constituted by conforming to God’s will, putting one’s immortal
soul into a state of perfection, fulfilling one’s strongest desires, or obtaining objec-
tive goods in this earthly life. An acceptable theory would be a general principle that
entails, and provides a convincing explanation of, the many particular ways in which
life can be meaningful.

There might not exist an acceptable theory of life’s meaning, in the final analysis,
viz., there might be nothing other than a list to be had. However, in order to know
that no principle does an acceptable job of accounting for all the elements on the list,
one must search for one that does, which is my foremost aim in this book.® And a
thorough search by professional philosophers has not been undertaken long at all, hav-
ing begun in earnest only in the 1980s or so.

Finding an acceptable theory would be intellectually satisfying, akin to discover-
ing that the rain, the ocean, and the liquid that runs from the tap and one’ eyes are
all H O. It is a matter of dispute how strongly to take this analogy between scientific
claims of identity and value-theoretic claims of it. I favour ‘realism’ (of the naturalist
variety), which is roughly the view that the analogy is strong; there exists a feature in
the world to be identified with meaningfulness in the way that H O is identified with
water. A bit more carefully, realism is the view that talk about ‘life’s meaning’ refers to
a property that obtains independent of our beliefs about it that we can learn about
over time largely through probabilistic evidence. Just as we can learn through empiri-
cal and fallible methods that the various things we call ‘water’ are all constituted by
the chemical composition H O, so, according to realism about value, we can learn in
similar ways that the conditions of life we are most firmly inclined to call ‘meaningful’
are, at bottom, a certain basic composition of being and doing.

I articulate a kind of realist metaphysic later in the book (5.5),” but do not defend
it here against the myriad challenges to it; my present aim is to motivate the project
of ascertaining what, if anything, all the various meaningful conditions of life have in
common, and that would be philosophically important not only if realism were true,
but also if it were not. The main competitor to realism is constructivism, roughly the
view that a better analogy with a general account of meaning in life would be with
the basic rules of grammar. Similar to the way that human beings unconsciously cre-
ate languages and can find fundamental rules entailing and explaining a wide array
of meaningful sentences, we as a society, without much awareness, invent meaningful
lives that might well admit of some explanatory unity. This kind of relativism would

still make good sense of the theoretical project I undertake in this book, for would it

® Some would also suggest, plausibly, that one requires a theory in order to come up with a definite list.
7 For other applications of realism to issues of meaning in life, see Post (1987: 317—26) and Smith
(1997: 211—21).
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not be fascinating to discover a general principle that underlies the particular judge-
ments that people in a large and long-standing tradition are inclined to make, upon
reflection? If the basic rules governing English would be revealing to apprehend, then
so would a fundamental principle capturing judgements of meaning in life of those
who have thought most about them, even if they were limited to Western culture.
Relativism is consistent with a society’s pursuit of deep self~understanding.

I have suggested that the goal of seeking an acceptable theory of meaning in life
should appeal to readers with a wide array of metaphysical commitments. In addition,
the method I use to achieve this goal should be attractive to those with various epis-
temological views. In a nutshell, I argue for one theory to the exclusion of others. An
argument is a collection of claims in which some claims putatively provide reason to
believe another claim, part of which reason is constituted by the fact that the support-
ing propositions are less controversial than the proposition being supported. A good
argument is one in which, for all we can tell, the premises are true, lend evidentiary
support to the conclusion, and are weaker than the conclusion.

Often my premises include what I, with the field, call an ‘intuition’, that is, a judge-
ment of a particular instance of what does or does not confer meaning on life, which
judgement is purportedly less controversial than the general principle that is being
evaluated in light of it. For instance, it would be a strike against a theory if it entailed
that a life of torturing babies for fun would be superlatively meaningtul, and it would,
in contrast, be a mark in favour of a theory if it could plausibly explain why having
composed The Brothers Karamazov conferred meaning on Dostoyevsky’s life.

Appealing to such intuitions might suggest a commitment to either foundationalism
or coherentism, but in fact it entails neither. I make no suggestion that intuitions are
self-justifying, beyond doubt or anything ‘foundational’. Conversely, I make no sug-
gestion that intuitions are ultimately justified by virtue of their logical and explanatory
fit, or ‘reflective equilibrium’, with a wide array of other claims. I set aside the debate
between foundationalism and coherentism and even their common rival, reliabilism,
noting that any plausible philosophical theory of justification or knowledge will entail
that argumentation, particularly of the sort that appeals to intuition, is a source of
justification.” I rest content by evaluating theories of life’s meaning with claims that
are plausible, viz., are themselves supported by good arguments, and are initially more
compelling than the theories they are invoked to appraise. This method, which prizes
logical virtues such as clarity, evidence, principle, counterexample, and inference to the
best justification, is the one used as standard by contemporary analytic philosophers,
regardless of their epistemological views, such that some would aptly characterize my
project as ‘analytic existentialism’ (Benatar 2004: 1-3).

In sum, this book is addressed in the first instance to the professional scholar, and

is principally devoted to organizing, clarifying, evaluating, and surpassing the theories
P pally g g g g P g

* Argumentation of the kind that appeals to intuition is, after all, how epistemologists characteristically
aim to justify their favoured theories of justification!
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of life’s meaning prominent in the philosophical literature. To obtain focus and to
make my task manageable, I focus on English-speaking journals and books writ-
ten by academic philosophers. I do discuss works originally written in, say, French
and German, but they are mostly classic sources. To the best of my knowledge, the
most systematic attempt to develop an acceptable theory of meaning in life has been
undertaken by contemporary Anglo-American analytic philosophers.® Furthermore,
the amount of literature they have produced on the topic is large enough to work
through and evaluate on its own. There is, of course, also literature on meaning in life
in non-philosophical fields such as psychology and religion, which I draw upon here
and there, but not in any thorough way. Although I have worked to make this book
accessible to a wide audience, by defining my terms and minimizing the use of jargon,
it is by a philosopher about philosophy for philosophers.

1.4 Overview of the answer

The book proceeds developmentally, with later chapters assuming and building on
claims established in earlier ones; that is, I have sought to provide more than a mere
patchwork of essays. It would, nonetheless, be feasible for the reader already well
acquainted with contemporary normative philosophy to jump around as befits her
interests, for I routinely indicate the numbered sections where certain claims are more
fully articulated and defended.

The book consists of three major parts, with the first part fleshing out meaningful-
ness as an evaluative category distinct from others, discussing features of it that are
compatible with the overwhelming majority of competing theories of what consti-
tutes it. In the second chapter, I continue the project begun here of indicating what
talk of ‘life’s meaning’ connotes. I first critically examine the major definitions in the
literature, which attempt to provide a single necessary and sufficient condition for a
theory to be about meaning as opposed to some other value, and I argue that they are
all vulnerable to counterexamples. I then present my own, complex analysis that is a
‘family resemblance’ view, holding roughly that theories of meaning in life are united
by virtue of being answers to a variety of related and substantially overlapping ques-
tions that cannot be reduced to anything simpler. Such questions include: “Which
ends intrinsically merit striving for, beyond one’s own pleasure? How should a human
person transcend her animal nature? What are the features of a life that warrant great
esteem or admiration?’

In the third chapter, I take up the issue of which facets of a life are capable of
exhibiting meaning or the lack of it: only its parts, only the life as a whole, or both?
I defend the latter, mixed answer, providing reason to reject both a pure whole-life

° Philosophers in, say, the French, sub-Saharan, and Chinese traditions have tended to address the topic of
life’s meaning using more particularist, phenomenological, or hermeneutic approaches.
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view, according to which only the narrative relationships among the parts of a life are
what can be meaningful (or meaningless), as well as a pure part-life view, according to
which only segments of a life in themselves are what can be meaningful. I maintain
that both a slice of one’ life, as well as a life’s overall pattern, can exhibit meaningful-
ness or meaninglessness. I develop a model to capture the whole-life dimensions of
meaning, laying out, in a way that exhibits a progressive logic, several distinct respects
in which the pattern of a life can plausibly affect its meaning.

[ will have argued in the second chapter that a large part of what we mean by ‘mean-
ing in life’ is a kind of final good distinct from pleasure as such. In the fourth chapter,
the last of part one, I highlight some of the substantive value-theoretic implications of
the contrast. After first arguing that there is a largely unrecognized disvaluable dimen-
sion of meaning, parallel to the way that pain is the opposite of pleasure, I focus on
the respects in which meaningfulness and pleasure differ with regard to issues such
as: which attitudes it is appropriate to have toward them; how much luck can influence
them; and when we should prefer them in a life. R egarding the last issue, I demonstrate
that the category of meaning in life ultimately explains much of the literature address-
ing Derek Parfit’s fascinating discussion of ‘bias toward the future’, providing unity to
sundry intuitions about when pleasure, relationships, creativity, and other goods, as well
as bads, are preferable in a life.

The second and third parts of the book critically discuss theories of life’s meaning,
which, at the broadest level, I differentiate metaphysically, by the kind of property
taken to constitute it. The second part, comprising Chapters s through 8, addresses
supernaturalist theories according to which meaning in life consists of engagement
with a spiritual realm. Such a general view implies that if neither God nor a soul nor
any other spiritual being or force existed, then all our lives would be meaningless. My
aims in this part include specifying the most defensible versions of supernaturalism,
bringing out what fundamentally motivates them, and ultimately concluding that life
can be meaningful in the absence of anything supernatural.

I begin by addressing the most influential form of supernaturalism, the God-centred
theory that meaning in life is constituted by fulfilling His purpose (or carrying out
His commands). In Chapter s, I spell out this ‘purpose theory’ in detail and critically
discuss the major rationales for it from the literature. I use the most space to address
the most powerful and interesting argument for purpose theory, namely, that God’s
will alone could ground an objective or universal morality that is necessary for life to
make any sense. I grant that—contra standard ‘Euthyphro’ objections in the literature—
facts about God probably could entail an ethic that applies to all human persons, but
I argue that they would not best explain it, and hence that a divine command morality
is unlikely to justify purpose theory.

In Chapter 6, I consider arguments against purpose theory, first rebutting some
influential objections to it in the literature, many of which include the claim that it
would be disrespectful and hence immoral for God to give us a purpose. I then present
a new, and what I take to be more powerful, objection to the idea that God’s purpose
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grounds meaning. In a nutshell, I argue that the best explanation of why God alone
might constitute meaning in life is that God has perfections that we cannot conceiv-
ably exhibit, features such as simplicity and infinity, which are widely taken to be
incompatible with purposiveness. With this argument, I maintain that the reason to
believe God-centred theory in general undercuts the particular, purposive version of
it that has dominated the field.

In the seventh chapter, I articulate the conceptions of meaning in life that a
God-centred theorist ought to find attractive, supposing that my argument against
purpose theory is sound. I also aim in this chapter to specify the most defensible
versions of soul-centred theory, views that do not take God, but rather an immor-
tal, non-physical substance constitutive of one’s identity, to be the key to meaning
in life. I address major rationales in the literature for thinking that having a soul
is necessary for meaning in life, pointing out that they are all deductively invalid
and inductively weak, reconstructing them, and then showing this: any promis-
ing argument for a soul-centred theory is equally an argument for a God-centred
theory, because all such arguments ultimately rely on the ‘perfection thesis’, the
claim that meaning in life is possible only if one engages with some maximally
conceivable value.

Before questioning the perfection thesis that underlies supernaturalism in Chapter 8,
I conclude Chapter 7 by arguing that extant objections to soul-centred theory are
weak. In particular, I take up some influential arguments for thinking that immortal-
ity would be sufficient for meaninglessness, providing new reasons to reject them. For
example, against the claim that immortality would get boring, I do not argue, as most
do, that it need not, but rather that, even if it did, it could still be meaningful. And
against those who argue that immortality would make us unappreciative and unmoti-
vated, I point out that it is belief in immortality, not immortality itself, that would be
the culprit.

Chapters s through 7 will have demonstrated that the most promising motivation
for holding a God-centred or soul-centred theory of meaning in life is the ‘perfec-
tion thesis’, the idea that meaning requires engagement with some kind of maximally
conceivable or ideal value. In Chapter 8, I provide reasons to favour some version of
the ‘imperfection thesis’ over the perfection thesis, defending the idea that there can be
meaning in life in the absence of relating to anything perfect or spiritual. After reject-
ing the adequacy of extant arguments against the perfection thesis and supernatural-
ism, I present a new one, to the effect that most readers cannot coherently hold these
views, given plausible beliefs to which they are already committed. Basically, if we
had conclusive evidence for supernaturalism and its perfection thesis, then we would
know that both perfection and meaningfulness exist, but while we do know that the
latter exists, we do not know that the former does. My overall conclusion is that while
neither God nor a soul is necessary for meaning in life, they would probably enhance
it, something those who reject supernaturalism have tended not to explain, or even to
acknowledge.
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At the end of Chapter 8, I also begin to develop the imperfection thesis in detail,
with particular focus on how much less than perfect value one must engage with in
order for one’s life to count as meaningful on balance, as opposed to meaningful merely
to some extent. I construct a new account according to which a life is meaningful all
things considered if it is not far from the maximum goodness constitutive of meaning
available to humanity in the physical universe, given the laws of nature. I argue that
this principle avoids counterexamples to several existing rivals, such as the views that
a life is on balance meaningful if it realizes a certain percentage of meaning available
to the individual, or if it has (much) more than the average amount of meaning for
members of the species.

Part three, composed of Chapters 9 through 13, addresses the other major perspec-
tive on meaning in life, naturalism, the view that certain, imperfect ways of living in
a purely physical world would be sufficient to make life meaningful. Overall, I argue
against the most plausible extant versions of naturalism, and then develop a new nat-
uralist theory that both avoids and explains the problems facing others and that is,
I contend, the most justified theory of meaning in life at present.

The ninth chapter takes up subjective naturalism, the theory that a person’ life is
more meaningful, the more it obtains the objects of propositional attitudes such as
desires or goals. I first reject arguments for subjectivism, after which I reject subjectivism
itself for the usual reason, that it has counterintuitive implications regarding which lives
are meaningful. I address underexplored versions of subjectivism that are more likely to
avoid this objection, e.g., intersubjectivism, but ultimately argue that they fail to do so.

The tenth chapter begins my attempt to develop the best version of the broad
objective naturalist view that one’s existence is significant insofar as one lives in a
physical world in ways that are valuable not merely because they are the object of any-
one’s propositional attitudes. Here, I critically examine two of the three major forms of
objectivism that are in the literature. I start by refuting the view of life’s meaning that
currently dominates the field, the theory that the combination of subjective attraction
to objective attractiveness is necessary and sufficient for meaning. I argue that how-
ever ‘subjective attractiveness’ is construed, it is not necessary for meaning, and then
point out that everyone’s talk of ‘objective attractiveness’ is much too vague, requiring
another theory altogether to fill it out.

The second major form of objectivism that I address is consequentialism, the main
version of which is the utilitarian view that meaning comes from making those in
the world better off. I reject this theory not only on the ground that there are other
plausible ways to obtain meaning besides promoting well-being, but also because of
its consequentialist structure. Regarding the latter, I argue that there are three major
respects in which promoting well-being (or some other final good such as virtue) insuf-
ficiently captures meaning in life, and that certain ‘agent-relative’ ways of responding
to final goodness are essential for an adequate theory. I do acknowledge, though, that
under some circumstances the long-term consequences can confer meaning on life,

and that a satisfactory theory must account for this judgement.
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In Chapter 11, I turn to the third major variant of objectivism, according to which
meaning in life is constituted primarily by some kind of non-consequentialist rela-
tionship to certain values. According to this broad perspective, meaning comes from
positive engagement with mind-independent goods in the physical world, where this
is not merely a matter of seeking to promote them however one can, wherever one can
and as much as one can. I argue that all the major extant non-consequentialist theories
are counterintuitive, unable adequately to capture the exemplars of meaning, viz., the
true, the good, and the beautiful.

Next, in Chapter 12, I develop a novel, non-consequentialist theory which, I argue,
avoids all the problems facing its rivals. According to my favoured principle, one’s
life is more meaningful, the more one contours one’s rational self (in a way that does
not violate certain moral constraints) toward fundamental objects, i.e., conditions of
human life that are largely responsible for many of its other conditions. I demon-
strate how this ‘fundamentality theory’ plausibly accounts for the meaningfulness of
the good, the true, and beautiful, and avoids the objections to other theories while
incorporating their kernels of truth. For examples of the latter, I explain how the fun-
damentality theory accommodates the ideas that meaning in life could be enhanced
by, but does not require: relating to God, exhibiting subjective attraction to what one
is doing, and improving others’ lives.

Parts two and three will have discussed the theoretical conditions that could make
life meaningful, and in them I will have provisionally accepted the claim that some lives
have meaning in them. Confirming that some people’s lives are in fact meaningful is
my aim in the concluding chapter of the book. Nihilists or pessimists are those who
contend that our lives are all utterly meaningless, i.e., that some necessary conditions
for a meaningful life fail to obtain for any human beings. In Chapter 13 I critically
discuss two influential arguments for nihilism, aiming to provide reason to doubt them.
In both cases, I show that nihilists implicitly appeal to claims that are in tension with
each other, so that nihilist arguments fail to give one sufficient reason to reject the
pre-theoretic judgement, shared by most readers, that some lives are indeed meaningful.

I close the book with an epilogue that returns to the issue that opened the present,
introductory chapter. It addresses the respect in which the fundamentality theory of
what constitutes meaning in life that I articulate and defend explains the intuition that
the search for meaning is itself a source of meaning. I conclude that the book’s central

thesis justifies its own composition.
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