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Introduction
Stephen Macedo

Susan Wolf’s topic in these essays—formerly lec-
tures delivered at Princeton University in November 2007—
is familiar and inescapable, and yet the topic has not received 
sustained philosophical attention. Her subject is not the 
question of the ultimate meaning of human life: whether 
humans are part of a larger narrative or higher purpose or 
plan of the sort associated with religious traditions. Nor does 
Wolf make it her project to fend off existential dread or the 
fear that, absent some larger narrative, human life must ul-
timately be meaningless, snuffed out by death and the even-
tual implosion of the universe. Nor, finally, do these lectures 
propound a particular recipe for constructing a meaningful 
life, though Wolf does help clarify what it means to do so 
and why it matters. 

We all seek meaning in our lives and recognize meaning’s 
absence in lives characterized by boredom, dullness, alien-
ation, and listless disengagement. But what is meaning in 
life? Is it distinctive, or reducible to other aims and concep-
tions? Is it a helpful category for thinking about good lives 
that are worth living? Is it sensible and coherent to want it 
in one’s life? 

Wolf seeks to explicate, defend, and secure the category 
of meaningfulness as a distinctive dimension of good lives. 
She distinguishes it from two other categories; namely, hap-
piness, often associated with rational egoism, and morality, 
often associated with an impartial concern with human well-
being. Meaningfulness is neither of these, on Wolf ’s view, 
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but it is much to be sought for and an essential element of a 
fully satisfying life.

Wolf argues in her first lecture that meaning in life is best 
understood in terms of Fitting Fulfillment. According to her, 
“meaning in life arises when subjective attraction meets ob-
jective attractiveness, and one is able to do something about 
it or with it.” The three crucial elements are subjective at-
traction, objective worthiness, and active, productive engage-
ment. Human beings long for fulfillment, on Wolf ’s view, 
and we admire people whose lives are lovingly and produc-
tively engaged with projects that are worthy of engagement. 

But exactly how should we understand the different ele-
ments of meaningful lives? Are all of them necessary? Are 
there aspects of meaningfulness that Wolf has not identi-
fied? Is Wolf right to insist on the importance of objective 
standards of worth or fittingness: to claim that we ought to 
engage with something larger than ourselves or at least some-
thing outside of ourselves? Does she risk being too judgmen-
tal, or even elitist? Or, rather, is she not judgmental enough? 

Wolf pursues her inquiry with rigor and subtlety, in part 
via an “endoxic method” that takes seriously what ordinary 
people say about their desire for meaning in their lives. The 
view she develops supports what ordinary people often say 
about the importance of living meaningful lives, and so, 
Wolf ’s account helps vindicate much human striving. The 
essays that follow, including the commentaries, do not rest 
on abstractions alone but are richly illustrated with both 
hypothetical and real cases. This is philosophy at its best: 
grappling clear-mindedly with a familiar category of value 
whose import and structure are nevertheless far from clear 
and whose reality might even be doubted. Wolf makes a 
powerful case that meaning in life does amount to an essen-
tial evaluative standard for human well-being.  
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Wolf ’s two essays on meaning in life are followed by four 
critical but constructive commentaries. John Koethe and 
Robert Adams are largely sympathetic to Wolf ’s project, and 
seek to clarify the subjective and objective elements of mean-
ing in life. Nomy Arpaly and Jonathan Haidt express some 
skepticism about parts of Wolf ’s account, and question the 
need for criteria of objective value.

John Koethe—philosopher and poet—interrogates Wolf ’s 
account of meaning in life from the point of view of artistic 
endeavor, including painting and poetry, and especially the 
avant-garde. Here, judgments about whether projects are ul-
timately worthwhile and contribute to meaning seem espe-
cially controversial and uncertain, in part because the criteria 
for success and their application—You call that art?—are so 
often contested and contestable. When Wolf calls a project 
or activity objectively valuable, does she mean that it is of 
a kind we value, or, that in this case the project or activity 
has been successfully pursued? In some fields—engineering 
for example—there would seem to be straightforward tests 
of success (did the building survive the earthquake?). But 
the dividing line between successful, meaningful artistic en-
deavor and failed or bogus attempts is vague and contested, 
especially for innovators. And yet the question of success 
matters to our assessment of lives. If Gauguin can be excused 
for neglecting his family to pursue his calling as an artist, this 
is so at least partly because his art turned out to be a mag-
nificent success. But what if he were an “untalented hack”?  
When and how can we know for sure? Koethe argues that 
with respect to many aesthetic endeavors, “the possibility of 
delusion is internal to them,” and the line between greatness 
and fraudulence is often fine and shifting. 

If Koethe focuses on the objective dimension of worthi-
ness, Robert Adams takes up the subjective dimension of 
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fulfillment, wondering whether and in what sense “fulfill-
ment” is crucial to meaningfulness in life. He doubts that 
feelings of fulfillment are essential to the meaningful life. Ful-
fillment, in the sense of actual success in one’s projects, may 
matter more. Great success surely contributes to meaning-
fulness, but is at least some modicum of success essential if 
a life is to be regarded as meaningful? Adams argues that in 
fact a magnificent but failed project might make for a highly 
meaningful life, and he offers as an example the mastermind 
of the failed plot to kill Hitler in the waning months of 
World War II. 

Adams further considers some suggestive analogies be-
tween meaning in life and other sorts of meaning, including 
in the use of language. Finally, he explores the relationship 
between the objective dimensions of meaning in life and im-
partial morality, suggesting that these may be more closely 
and completely related than Wolf suggests. What should we 
think about those who oppose evil, but do so based not on 
impartial moral considerations, but rather out of patriotism 
or love of country or some other partial motive? Must im-
partial moral judgment be brought to bear to insure that love 
takes its proper—or at least a morally acceptable—object? 

Nomy Arpaly questions the role that Wolf claims for “ob-
jective worth” in providing meaning in life. It is enough to 
say of a life that it was fulfilling for the person who lived it, 
she argues, without having to add that it was fit for fulfill-
ment according to some objective criteria. If we are lucky 
enough to spend our lives engaged with the things we care 
most about, why isn’t that sufficient? Why add that there 
must be a modicum of objective worth? After all, says Arpaly, 
no normal adult would be fulfilled by, say, a life spent gazing 
at a goldfish. Insofar as particular people claim to be fulfilled 
entirely by their relationship with their pets, they typically 
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are mistaken about the facts (for example, exaggerating the 
cognitive capacity of cats and dogs by suggesting that “only 
my pet understands me”). Or, they may be people who lack 
certain human capacities, so that caring for a pet is in truth 
the limit of their capability. The mentally retarded really may 
be fulfilled in significant part by successfully keeping a pet. 
No appeal to objective value is needed here, Arpaly argues, 
only an appeal to intuitions and evidence about what in fact 
fulfills humans as we know them.

Arpaly raises the additional question of whether mean-
ingfulness is itself properly understood as a reason for which 
we act. We act for the sake of the things we love and are 
devoted to, she insists, not for the sake of meaningfulness. To 
do things because they contribute to meaning in life is “one 
thought too many.” 

Jonathan Haidt argues that psychology helps illuminate 
two elements that are key to the achievement of meaning-
fulness in human life. One is the idea of vital engagement, 
which is characterized by experiences of “flow,” defined as 
enjoyed absorption and deep interest in a project around 
which people build their lives and relationships. Meaningful, 
generative lives are characterized by vital engagement. Haidt 
argues that vital engagement does not need to be supple-
mented by any idea of objective value. Like Arpaly, Haidt 
argues that there is no danger that normal human beings will 
find fulfillment—or vital engagement—in lives dedicated to 
goldfish gazing, flagpole sitting, lawn mower racing, or other 
amusements that people sometimes engage in just for fun. A 
philosophical account of objective value is not only super-
fluous, Haidt suggests, but positively dangerous, since such 
an account could fall prey to elitism, wrongly ruling out ac-
tivities that people do deeply and productively engage with, 
such as the care and breeding of horses. 



xvi  Stephen Macedo

Psychology’s second crucial insight for understanding 
meaning in life, says Haidt, is hive psychology. Human be-
ings are “ultrasocial,” not individualistic, and in this we more 
closely resemble “bees, ants, termites, and naked mole rats” 
than our ancestors the chimpanzees. Meaningfulness would 
be more easily achieved, Haidt suggests, if we placed the 
group rather than the individual at the center of our think-
ing about fulfilled lives, and recognized the importance of 
participation in collective rituals and projects.

In her response to these friendly but perceptive critics, 
Wolf extends and deepens her argument, acknowledging 
ways in which the commentators help refine her basic view. 
She resists the suggestion that we would do well to dis-
pense with objective judgments about worthiness or fitting-
ness when thinking about the activities that contribute to 
meaning in life. Objective standards can help us understand 
why some activities are not properly objects of deep engage-
ment and loving attention. Insofar as a belief in objective 
standards of fittingness leads us to question whether great 
attention should be lavished on horse breeding, analytic phi-
losophy, or any number of other pursuits whose value might 
be doubted, that belief is a good thing. Wolf argues that we 
should welcome critical reflection on our success in discern-
ing and pursuing projects that are both fulfilling and genu-
inely worthwhile. 

These essays—philosophically rigorous but also acces-
sible, topical, and colorfully written—do not purport to be 
the last words on these vital and inescapable questions. They 
are, however, a terrific place to begin thinking seriously about 
meaning in life and why it matters. 

Princeton
July 2009
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Meaning in Life

A False Dichotomy

Philosophical models of human psychology—
or, more specifically, of human motivation—tend to fall into 
one of two categories. Perhaps the oldest and most popu-
lar model conceives of human beings as egoists, moved and 
guided exclusively by what they take to be in their own self-
interest. However, there have long been defenders of a dual-
istic model of motivation as well, according to which people 
are capable of being moved not only by self-interest, but also 
by something “higher.” Kant, for example, famously thought 
that in addition to being subject to inclinations, people are 
capable of being moved and directed by reason alone.

Closely linked to these two descriptive models of human 
motivation are prescriptive or normative models of practical 
reason. The descriptive thesis of psychological egoism, which 
holds that people exclusively seek their own good, is closely 
connected to (and frequently confused with) the normative 
thesis of rational egoism, which holds that people are only 
rational insofar as they seek to maximize their welfare. Cor-
responding to the dual conception of human motivation we 
find a dual conception of practical reason as well. This is per-
haps most explicit in the writings of Henry Sidgwick, who 
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held that two perspectives offer people equally valid reasons 
to act: the egoistic perspective, which issues recommenda-
tions of what is most in an agent’s self-interest; and the 
impersonal perspective, which urges one to do what is best 
“from the point of view of the universe.” 

In ordinary discourse as well as philosophy we seem to 
have one of these two models in the backs of our minds 
when we offer justifications for our actions or our policies. 
Most often, when asked to explain or justify our choices, we 
offer reasons that seem to fall under the category of self-
interest. When we are trying to persuade someone else to do 
something, we may appeal to self-interest—in this case, to 
the other person’s self-interest—even more. Still, there are 
some occasions when invoking self-interest would simply 
be unconvincing, and others when such appeals would be 
unseemly, or at least beside the point. In these cases, we are 
likely to speak the language of duty: justice, compassion, or, 
simply, morality demands that we act in such and such a way, 
whether it contributes to our own good or not. 

These models of motivation and practical reason, however, 
seem to me to leave out many of the motives and reasons that 
shape our lives. Moreover, the reasons left out are neither pe-
ripheral nor eccentric. Indeed, we might say that the reasons 
and motives omitted by these models are some of the most 
important and central ones in our lives. They are the reasons 
and motives that engage us in the activities that make our 
lives worth living; they give us a reason to go on; they make 
our worlds go round. They, and the activities they engender, 
give meaning to our lives.

My aim in this lecture is to bring out the distinctive char-
acter of these sorts of reasons and the special role they play 
in the quality of our lives. Specifically, I shall suggest that 
our susceptibility to these sorts of reasons is connected to 
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the possibility that we live meaningful lives, understanding 
meaningfulness as an attribute lives can have that is not re-
ducible to or subsumable under either happiness, as it is ordi-
narily understood, or morality. I shall be mainly concerned to 
explain the feature I call meaningfulness in life and to pres-
ent it in such a way as to make it seem worth wanting, both 
for ourselves and for those about whom we care. As will be 
seen, however, what I have to say will be of little or no practi-
cal use. Though I shall offer a view of what it means for a life 
to be meaningful, I can offer only the most abstract advice 
about how to go about getting or living such a life. In my sec-
ond lecture therefore, after defending my view against one 
particularly important set of objections, I shall turn to the 
question of why it matters that we notice that there is such 
a category as meaningfulness, distinct from the categories of 
happiness and morality that we are more used to invoking in 
thinking about what to do and how to live. As I shall argue, 
awareness that meaning is a third sort of value a life can pos-
sess should affect our understanding of the first two sorts: 
that is, adopting models of human motivation and reason 
that are attentive to meaningfulness should affect the way we 
think about happiness and morality—and about self-interest 
as well. Moreover, if the view I present in these lectures is 
right, we cannot so much as conceive of meaning without 
attributing a certain sort of objectivity to value judgments. It 
follows that if we want to continue to talk about, attend to, 
and encourage the acquisition of meaning in people’s lives, 
we need to be willing to admit this sort of objectivity into 
our discussion of values. 

Let me begin with some examples of the sorts of reasons 
and motives I have in mind—reasons and motives that are not 
best understood in terms of their contributions to either our 
happiness or our sense of what impersonal reason or morality 
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demands. The most obvious examples of what I have in mind 
occur when we act out of love for individuals about whom 
we deeply and especially care. When I visit my brother in the 
hospital, or help my friend move, or stay up all night sewing 
my daughter a Halloween costume, I act neither for egoistic 
reasons nor for moral ones. I do not believe that it is better for 
me that I spend a depressing hour in a drab, cramped room, 
seeing my brother irritable and in pain, that I risk back injury 
trying to get my friend’s sofa safely down two flights of stairs, 
or that I forego hours of much-wanted sleep to make sure 
that the wings will stand out at a good angle from the butter
fly costume my daughter wants to wear in the next day’s pa-
rade. But neither do I believe myself duty-bound to perform 
these acts, or fool myself into thinking that by doing them I 
do what will be best for the world. I act neither out of self-
interest nor out of duty or any other sort of impersonal or 
impartial reason. Rather, I act out of love.

As the egoistic and dualist models of practical reason leave 
out what we might call these “reasons of love,”1 so they seem 
to me also to leave out many of the reasons that move us to 
pursue nonpersonal interests about which we are especially 
passionate. Writing philosophy, practicing the cello, keeping 
one’s garden free of weeds, may demand more of one’s time 
and attention than would be optimal from the point of view 
of one’s own well-being. Yet in these cases, even more than 
in the cases involving beloved human beings, it is obvious 
that no impersonal perspective requires us to act. Just as, in 

1 The phrase is used by Harry Frankfurt in much the same way as I use it and 
for purposes that largely overlap with mine in Harry Frankfurt, The Reasons of Love 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004). Like me, Frankfurt sees our suscep-
tibility to reasons of love as essential to the possibility that we live meaningful lives. 
He forcefully rejects the conditions on which reasons for love can ground claims of 
meaning that I defend in what follows, however.
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the case of acting for a loved one, it is the good of that other 
person that provides us with a reason for our action, what 
draws us on in the nonpersonal pursuits I have in mind is 
a perceived or imagined value that lies outside of oneself. 
I agonize over the article I am trying to write because I 
want to get it right—that is, because I want the argument 
to be sound, the view to be correct, the writing to be clear 
and graceful. It is not for my sake—at least not only for my 
sake—that I struggle so with my work. I do not know or care 
whether it is best for me—that is, whether it is best from the 
point of view of my self-interest—that I try to improve my 
work beyond a certain point, any more than I care whether 
it is best for me that I put so much energy into making my 
daughter happy. We might say that I struggle “for philoso-
phy’s sake” rather than for my own, but that would be mis-
leading and obscure as well as pretentious. Still, it seems to 
me that it is the value of good philosophy that is driving 
and guiding my behavior in this instance, as it might be the 
beauty of the music or of the potential garden that moves the 
cellist or gardener to sacrifice ease and exercise discipline in 
pursuing her goal. 

It does not seem unnatural or forced to speak of the sub-
jects of these examples as loving philosophy or music or 
flowers, and their love for these things may not only explain 
but may also justify (or, more strictly, may contribute to the 
justification of ) their choices and behavior more than their 
love for themselves or for morality or for some other im-
personal and general good. Because of the similarities in 
the motivational and deliberative stance of these subjects to 
that of people who act out of love for individuals, I shall use 
the phrase “reasons of love” to cover both types of cases. My 
claim then is that reasons of love—whether of human indi-
viduals, other living creatures, or activities, ideals or objects 
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of other sorts—have a distinctive and important role in our 
lives. They are not to be assimilated to reasons of self-interest 
or reasons of morality. Insofar as we fail to recognize and 
appreciate the legitimacy and value of these reasons, we mis
understand our values and ourselves and distort our concerns. 

Not all actions that are motivated and guided by reasons 
of love are justified, however. Not all reasons of love are good 
reasons. For one thing, your love for something or some-
one is no guarantee that you know what is actually good for 
them. You may mean to help the object of your love, but your 
action may not benefit it. You might spoil your child, over-
water your plants, cramp your philosophical style.

More interestingly, love can be misplaced or misguided; 
the energy or attention that you give to an object of love may 
be disproportionate to what that object merits.2 A wonderful 
woman might give up her career, her home, her friendships 
to follow and serve a man the rest of us see does not “deserve 
her.” An impressionable teenager might sign over his trust 
fund to a cult with which he has become enamored, thereby 
losing both his financial security and the opportunity to ben-
efit worthier and needier groups. 

What I wish to defend, then, is the justifiability and im-
portance of a subset of those actions and decisions that are 
guided by reasons of love. Roughly, I want to defend the 
claim that acting in a way that positively engages with a wor-
thy object of love can be perfectly justified even if it does not 

2 The first way in which reasons of love may be mistaken parallels mistakes to 
which what we might call “reasons of self-interest” and “reasons of morality” are 
subject. I may think that something is in my self-interest when it is actually harm-
ful; I may think morality requires or allows me to do what in fact is morally wrong. 
It is not obvious that the second way in which an apparent reason of love can be 
wrong has parallels in these other categories. There may be no such thing as caring 
too much about one’s own good or about morality.
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maximally promote either the agent’s welfare or the good of 
the world, impartially assessed. 

Actions and decisions based on the good of the beloved 
are part and parcel of love and its expression quite generally. 
When, in addition, the object of love is specified to be wor-
thy of love, the justification of action on behalf of that object 
may be straightforward. Why shouldn’t it be as justifiable 
for a person to act on behalf of a friend, for example, as it is 
for her to act on her own behalf ? And why shouldn’t it be as 
justifiable to act on behalf of one’s friend as it is to do some-
thing of greater benefit to the world at large? Unless rational 
egoism or a particularly extreme form of consequentialism 
is presupposed, there is no reason to doubt the rational per-
missibility of acting on such reasons of love. Still, I want to 
say something stronger, something more favorable and more 
supportive of reasons of this sort. More precisely, I want to 
say something more favorable about a life that is prone to 
being moved and guided by such reasons. Proneness to being 
moved and guided by such reasons, I believe, is at the core 
of our ability to live meaningful lives. But it is far from clear 
what saying this amounts to.

A Conception of Meaningfulness in Life

Academic philosophers do not talk much about meaning-
fulness in life. The term is more likely to be used by theo-
logians or therapists, and by people who are in some way 
dissatisfied with their lives but are unable to pin down why. 
People sometimes complain that their lives lack meaning; 
they yearn for meaning; they seek meaning. People some-
times judge others to be leading exceptionally meaningful 
lives, looking upon them with envy or admiration. Mean-
ing is commonly associated with a kind of depth. Often the 
need for meaning is connected to the sense that one’s life is 



8  susan Wolf

empty or shallow. An interest in meaning is also frequently 
associated with thoughts one might have on one’s deathbed, 
or in contemplation of one’s eventual death. When the word 
“meaningful” is used in characterizing a life (or in character-
izing what is missing from a life), it calls something to mind, 
but it is not clear what, nor is it clear that it calls or is meant 
to call the same thing to mind in all contexts.

In offering a conception of meaningfulness, I do not wish 
to insist that the term is always used in the same way, or 
that what I have to offer as an analysis of meaningfulness 
can be substituted for that term in every context. On the 
other hand, I do believe that much talk of meaning is aimed 
at capturing the same abstract idea, and that my proposal of 
what that idea is fits well with many of the uses to which 
the word is put. Whether or not my idea of meaningfulness 
captures what others mean when they use the term, it is an 
idea of philosophical interest, for it is an idea of a significant 
way in which a life can be good, a category or dimension of 
value, if you will, which we have a serious reason to want 
for ourselves and for those we care about, and which is nei-
ther subsumable under nor reducible to either happiness or 
morality. 

According to the conception of meaningfulness I wish to 
propose, meaning arises from loving objects worthy of love 
and engaging with them in a positive way. The words “love” 
and “objects,” however, are in some ways misleadingly spe-
cific, “engaging [with objects] in a positive way” regrettably 
vague, and the description of some objects but not others 
as being “worthy of love” may be thought to be contentious. 
Rather than try to clarify the view by taking up one word 
or phrase at a time, let me try to describe the view in other 
terms, bringing out what I take to be salient. 
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What is perhaps most distinctive about my conception 
of meaning, or about the category of value I have in mind, 
is that it involves subjective and objective elements, suitably 
and inextricably linked. “Love” is at least partly subjective, 
involving attitudes and feelings. In insisting that the requi-
site object must be “worthy of love,” however, this conception 
of meaning invokes an objective standard. It is implicit in 
insisting that an object be worthy of love (in order to con-
tribute meaning to the lover’s life) that not any object will 
do. Nor is it guaranteed that the subject’s own assessment of 
worthiness is privileged. One might paraphrase this by say-
ing that, according to my conception, meaning arises when 
subjective attraction meets objective attractiveness. 

Essentially, the idea is that a person’s life can be meaning-
ful only if she cares fairly deeply about some thing or things, 
only if she is gripped, excited, interested, engaged, or as I 
earlier put it, if she loves something—as opposed to being 
bored by or alienated from most or all that she does. Even 
a person who is so engaged, however, will not live a mean-
ingful life if the objects or activities with which she is so 
occupied are worthless. A person who loves smoking pot all 
day long, or doing endless crossword puzzles, and has the 
luxury of being able to indulge in this without restraint does 
not thereby make her life meaningful. Finally, this concep-
tion of meaning specifies that the relationship between the 
subject and the object of her attraction must be an active 
one. The condition that says that meaning involves engaging 
with the (worthy) object of love in a positive way is meant 
to make clear that mere passive recognition and a positive 
attitude toward an object’s or activity’s value is not sufficient 
for a meaningful life. One must be able to be in some sort of 
relationship with the valuable object of one’s attention—to 
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create it, protect it, promote it, honor it, or more generally, to 
actively affirm it in some way or other.

Aristotle is well known for his use of the endoxic method 
in defending moral and conceptual claims. That is, he takes 
the endoxa,3 “the things which are accepted by everyone, or by 
most people or by the wise” as a starting point in his inqui-
ries. If a view can explain and support these common beliefs, 
or, even better, if it can bring them into harmony with each 
other, that counts as an argument in its favor. In that spirit, 
I suggest that my view might be seen as a combination, or a 
welding together, of two other, more popular views that one 
often hears offered, if not as analyses of meaning in life, then 
at least as ingredients—sometimes the key ingredients—in a 
life well lived. 

The first view tells us that it doesn’t matter what you do 
with your life as long as it is something you love. Do not 
get stuck, or settle into doing something just because it is 
expected of you, or because it is conventionally recognized 
as good, or because nothing better occurs to you. Find your 
passion. Figure out what turns you on, and go for it.4

The second view says that in order to live a truly satisfy-
ing life one needs to get involved in something “larger than 
oneself.”5 The reference to the size of the group or the object 

3 Aristotle, Topics 1.1 100b 21–3. For an excellent discussion of the endoxic method, 
see Richard Kraut, “How to Justify Ethical Propositions: Aristotle’s Method,” in The 
Blackwell Guide to Aristotle’s “Nicomachean Ethics” (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006) 76–95.

4 One of those silly books that were on sale at the cashiers’ desks at Barnes & 
Noble a few years ago advanced that view. The book, by Bradley Trevor Greive 
(Kansas City: Andrews McMeel Publishing, 2002) was called The Meaning of Life. 
Richard Taylor offers a more serious and provocative defense of the view in Richard 
Taylor, Good and Evil (New York: Macmillan, 1970), Chapter 18.

5 Not surprisingly, it is common to hear religious leaders speak in these terms, 
but many others do as well. For example, Peter Singer draws on this conception 
of the good life in his book, How Are We To Live? Ethics in an Age of Self-interest 
(Melbourne: The Text Publishing Company, 1993).
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one wants to benefit or be involved with is perhaps mislead-
ing and unfortunate, but it is not unreasonable to understand 
such language metaphorically, as a way of gesturing toward 
the aim of participating in or contributing to something 
whose value is independent of oneself. Understood this way, 
the first view, (“find your passion”) may be understood as a 
way of advocating something similar to the subjective ele-
ment contained in my proposed analysis of meaningfulness, 
while the second view, (“be part of something larger than 
yourself ”) urges us to satisfy the objective condition. 

Each of these more popular views is sometimes couched 
in the vocabulary of meaning, and in each case there is a 
basis for that choice in our ordinary uses of the term. When 
thinking about one’s own life, for example, a person’s worry 
or complaint that his life lacks meaning is apt to be an ex-
pression of dissatisfaction with the subjective quality of that 
life. Some subjective good is felt to be missing. One’s life 
feels empty. One longs to find something to do that will fill 
this gap and make one feel, as it were, fulfilled.

On the other hand, when we consider the lives of others, 
our tendency to characterize some as especially meaningful 
and others as less so is apt to reflect differences in our assess-
ments of the objective value of what these lives are about. 
When we look for paradigms of meaningful lives, who comes 
to mind? Gandhi, perhaps, or Mother Theresa, or Einstein, 
or Cézanne. Sisyphus, condemned to an endless cycle of roll-
ing a huge stone up a hill, only to have it roll down again, is 
a standard exemplar of a meaningless existence. Our choice 
of these examples seems to be based on the value (or lack of 
value) we take these people’s activities to have, rather than on 
the subjective quality of their inner lives.

Insofar as the conception of meaningfulness I propose 
welds these two popular views together, it may be seen as a 
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partial affirmation of both. From my perspective, both these 
views have something right about them, but each also leaves 
out something crucial. 

Why believe any of these views? The question is ambigu-
ous. Understood as the question, “Why believe that any one 
of these views offers a correct analysis of meaningfulness in 
life?” the inquiry seems to focus on whether any of the views 
under consideration captures a property or feature or set of 
conditions that answers to most of the instances in which the 
term “meaningful” is used in ordinary discourse, in contexts 
in which the topic in question is meaningfulness in life (as 
opposed, say, to meaningfulness in language). In answering 
this question, we would want to look at how the term is used 
in ordinary discourse: In what sorts of situations do ques-
tions of meaning arise? What sorts of concerns is the pres-
ence of meaning in a person’s life supposed to put to rest? 
What types of lives would be generally accepted as paradigms 
of meaning? What types would be accepted as paradigms of 
meaninglessness? I have already expressed some doubt about 
whether there is a single cleanly definable concept that is be-
ing invoked in all the contexts in which talk of meaningful 
(and meaningless) lives may naturally take place. More im-
portant than the question of how to use the term “meaning,” 
in any event, is the question of what a good life should con-
tain. Above all, when therapists, ministers, and motivational 
speakers tell you either to “find your passion” or to “contribute 
to something larger than yourself,” they are offering advice 
about how to live. More important than asking which, if any, 
of these views offers a plausible conception of “meaningful-
ness,” is asking which, if any of them, identifies key and dis-
tinctive ingredients of a fully flourishing, successful, good life. 

Still, it is difficult to keep the conceptual and the normative 
questions apart. Those who urge us to find our passions or to 
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contribute to something larger than ourselves typically mean 
to be responding to a more particular set of concerns than 
is expressed by the general question, “How should one live?” 
We cannot properly interpret their advice, much less assess 
it, without having some idea of what those concerns are, and 
it would be difficult to call up the intuitions, to capture the 
images and feelings on which it is relevant to reflect, without 
occasionally using the word “meaningful” in our description. 
My own proposal, that we recognize a category of value that 
is not reducible to happiness or morality, and that is realized 
by loving objects worthy of love and engaging with them in a 
positive way, is offered as a refinement or as an alternative to 
these more popular forms of advice, and it is easiest to express 
this in terms that identify the category of value in question 
with meaningfulness. No harm, I hope, will be done by this. 
As long as we are alert to the possibility of filtering out ques-
tions about how to understand and apply the term “meaning-
ful” from questions about what to aspire to in life, we can be 
careful to ensure that no questions will be begged.

The Fulfillment View

Let us turn our attention, then, to the first of the popular views 
I mentioned, the one that stresses the subjective element, urg-
ing each person to find his or her passion and pursue it. It is 
easy to see why someone would support this advice, and find 
plausible the claim that being able to pursue a passion adds 
something distinctive and deeply good to life. For the advice, 
at least as I understand it, rests on the plausible empirical sup-
position that doing what one loves doing, being involved with 
things one really cares about, gives one a kind of joy in life 
that one would otherwise be without. The reason one should 
find one’s passion and go for it, then, is because doing so will 
give one’s life a particular type of good feeling. Moreover, the 
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distinctiveness of the type of good feeling in question makes 
it possible to see how the kind of life that engenders such 
feelings would be associated with meaningfulness, and how 
therefore one might be led to identify a meaningful life as a 
life lived pursuing one’s passions. 

Let us refer to the feelings one has when one is doing what 
one loves, or when one is engaging in activities by which one 
is gripped or excited, as feelings of fulfillment. Such feel-
ings are the opposite of the very bad feelings of boredom 
and alienation. Although feelings of fulfillment are unques-
tionably good feelings, there are many other good feelings, 
perhaps more comfortably classified as pleasures, that have 
nothing to do with fulfillment. Riding a roller coaster, meet-
ing a movie star, eating a hot fudge sundae, finding a great 
dress on sale, can all give one pleasure, even intense pleasure. 
They are unlikely to contribute to a sense of fulfillment, how-
ever, and it would not be difficult to imagine a person who 
has an abundance of opportunities for such pleasures still 
finding something (subjectively) lacking in her life.

Further, someone whose life is fulfilling has no guarantee 
of being happy in the conventional sense of that term. Many 
of the things that grip or engage us make us vulnerable to 
pain, disappointment, and stress. Consider, for example, 
writing a book, training for a triathlon, campaigning for a 
political candidate, caring for an ailing friend. 

It may later be useful to bring to mind the fact that feelings 
of fulfillment are but one kind of positive feeling and poten-
tially compete with other kinds: spending one’s time, energy, 
money, and so on, on the projects that fulfill you necessarily 
reduces the resources you have for engaging in activities that 
are “merely” fun. Moreover, to the extent that one’s sources of 
fulfillment are also sources of anxiety and suffering, the plea-
sure one gets from pursuing these things may be thought, 
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at least from a hedonistic perspective, to be qualified or bal-
anced by the negative feelings that accompany it. Still, the 
fact that most of us would willingly put up with a great deal 
of stress, anxiety, and vulnerability to pain in order to pursue 
our passions can be seen as providing support for the idea 
that fulfillment is indeed a great and distinctive good in life. 
Insofar as the view that urges us “to find our passion and go 
for it” expresses that idea, there is a lot to be said for it. From 
here on, I shall refer to that view as the “Fulfillment View.”

Because feelings of fulfillment are different from and 
sometimes compete with other types of good feeling, types 
that are more paradigmatically associated with terms like 
“happiness” and “pleasure,” it is plausible to interpret the Ful-
fillment View as a proposal for what gives meaning to life. 
To someone who finds himself puzzled by why, despite hav-
ing a good job, a loving family, and a healthy body, he feels 
that something is missing from his life, it provides an answer. 
To someone trying to decide what career to pursue, or more 
generally, how to structure his life, it advises against focusing 
too narrowly on the superficial goals of ease, prestige, and 
material wealth. Nonetheless, the Fulfillment View, as I have 
interpreted it, is a form of hedonism, in that its prescription 
for the best possible life (in which is included the possession 
of meaning) rests exclusively on the question of how a life 
can attain the best qualitative character. Positive experience 
is, on this view, the only thing that matters.6

For this very reason, it seems to me, the view is inadequate 
as it stands. If, as the Fulfillment View suggests, the only 
thing that matters is the subjective quality of one’s life, then 

6 The Fulfillment View might be considered a plausible extension of J. S. Mill’s 
view that an enlightened hedonist must take into account the differences in quality 
as well as quantity of pleasure in conceiving of the best possible life. See John Stuart 
Mill, Utilitarianism (1861), Chapter 2.
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it shouldn’t matter, in our assessments of possible lives, which 
activities give rise to that quality. If the point of finding one’s 
passion and pursuing it is simply to be fulfilled—that is, 
to get and keep the feelings of fulfillment, then it shouldn’t 
matter what activities or objects one has a passion for. Con-
sidering a variety of lives, all equally fulfilling, but differing 
radically in the sorts of things that give rise to that fulfill-
ment, however, may make us wonder whether we can really 
accept that view.

Imagine, in particular, a person whose life is dominated by 
activities that most of us would be tempted to call worthless, 
but which nonetheless give fulfillment to that person. I ear-
lier gave the example of a person who simply loves smoking 
pot all day, and another (or maybe the same person) who is 
fulfilled doing crossword puzzles, or worse (as personal ex-
perience will attest), Sudokus. We might also consider more 
bizarre cases: a man who lives to make handwritten copies of 
the text of War and Peace; or a woman whose world revolves 
around her love for her pet goldfish. Do we think that, from 
the point of view of self-interest, these lives are as good as 
can be—provided, perhaps, that their affections and values 
are stable, and that the goldfish doesn’t die? 

Initially, perhaps, not everyone will answer these questions 
in the same way; some will not know what to think. In part, I 
believe this is because we are uncomfortable making negative 
judgments about other people’s lives, even about imaginary 
other people who are conceived realistically enough to be 
stand-ins for real people. We are especially uncomfortable 
making negative judgments that diverge from the judgments 
the characters would make about their own lives. To avoid 
this problem, let me approach these questions by way of re-
flection on a more stylized philosophical example—namely, 
the case of Sisyphus Fulfilled.



meaning in life   17

Sisyphus, in the ancient myth, is condemned to an existence 
that is generally acknowledged to be awful. He is condemned 
eternally to a task that is boring, difficult, and futile. Because 
of this, Sisyphus’s life, or more precisely, his afterlife, has been 
commonly treated as a paradigm of a meaningless existence.7

The philosopher Richard Taylor, however, in a discussion 
of life’s absurdity, suggests a thought experiment according 
to which the gods take pity on Sisyphus and inject a sub-
stance in his veins that transforms him from someone for 
whom stone-rolling is nothing but a painful, arduous, and 
unwelcome chore to someone who loves stone-rolling more 
than anything else in the (after-)world.8 There is nothing the 
transformed Sisyphus would rather do than roll that stone. 
Stone-rolling, in other words, fulfills him. Sisyphus has found 
his passion (or perhaps his passion has found him), and he is 
pursuing it to his life’s content. The question is, what should 
we think of him? Has his life been transformed from horri-
bly unfortunate to exceptionally good? Taylor thinks so, but 
some of us might disagree.

As I have already noted, the reason Sisyphus has tradi-
tionally been taken as a paradigm of a meaningless existence 
is that he is condemned to the perpetual performance of a 
task that is boring, difficult, and futile. In Taylor’s variation, 
Sisyphus’s task is no longer boring—no longer boring to Si-
syphus, that is. But it remains futile. There is no value to his 
efforts; nothing ever comes of them. Even if due to divine 
intervention, Sisyphus comes to enjoy and even to feel ful-
filled by his activity, the pointlessness of what he is doing 
doesn’t change.

7 See especially Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1955).

8 See Taylor, Good and Evil (n. 4, above).
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In light of this, many will feel that Sisyphus’s situation 
remains far from enviable. Something desirable seems miss-
ing from his life despite his experience of fulfillment. Since 
what is missing is not a subjective matter—from the inside, 
we may assume that Sisyphus’s life is as good as can be—we 
must look for an objective feature that characterizes what is 
lacking. The second popular view I brought up earlier names, 
or at least gestures toward, a feature that might fit the bill.

The Larger-than-Oneself View and  
the Bipartite View

That second view tells us that the best sort of life is one that 
is involved in, or contributes to something “larger than one-
self.” Contemplation of the case of Sisyphus should, how-
ever, be enough to show that this “larger” must be understood 
metaphorically. We may, after all, imagine the rock Sisyphus 
is endlessly pushing uphill to be very large. We might rather 
understand the view as one that recommends involvement 
in something more important than ourselves—something, in 
other words, that is larger than ourselves not in size but in 
value. If the recommendation is to be taken as a criterion 
for a meaningful life, however, I would be inclined to argue 
against this interpretation, too. For one thing, if we assume 
that the value of one person’s life is as great as the value of 
another’s, it would seem to rule out the possibility that a life 
devoted to the care of a single other individual—a disabled 
partner, for example, or a frail, aging parent, or a child with 
special needs—could be a meaningful life, for the value of the 
one cared for is presumably just equal to and not larger than 
the value of the person who does the caring. When we try 
to assess projects and activities that are not principally aimed 
at the benefit of one or more human beings, the difficul-
ties with such a view appear even more serious. Presumably, 
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a dog is not more important than oneself—but what about 
two dogs, or six? And what about projects and activities that 
are not directed toward promoting anyone’s welfare at all? Is 
philosophy or poetry or basketball something “larger than 
oneself ” in value? It is difficult to know exactly what the 
question is asking.

A more promising interpretation of the view that links 
meaningfulness to involvement with something larger than 
oneself takes the metaphor of size less seriously. According 
to this interpretation, the point is to recommend that one get 
involved not with something larger than oneself, but rather 
with something other than oneself—that is, with something 
the value of which is independent of and has its source outside 
of oneself. Presumably, Sisyphean stone-rolling has no such 
value—nor, it seems, does pot-smoking or Sudoku-solving. 
But devotion to a single, needy individual does satisfy this 
condition as much as devotion to a crowd. Philosophy and 
basketball appear to meet this criterion, too, since the value 
of these activities, whatever it is, does not depend on one’s 
own contingent interest in them.

If we interpret the advice that one get involved with some-
thing “larger than oneself ” in this way, it might be thought to 
represent a second and independent criterion for a fully suc-
cessful and flourishing life. Combining this advice with the 
Fulfillment View, one might think, yields a better, bipartite 
conception of meaningfulness than either view taken on its 
own. The Fulfillment View directs our attention to a subjec-
tive component that a meaningful life must contain. But, as 
the case of Sisyphus Fulfilled led us to see, even a life that 
fully satisfies the subjective condition may be one we would 
be hesitant to describe as meaningful, if objectively that life 
were unconnected to anything or anyone whose value lay 
outside of the person whose life it was. By conjoining the 
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Fulfillment View with the injunction to get involved with 
something “larger than oneself,” we get a proposal that ap-
pears to remedy the problem. On this bipartite view, in order 
for a life to be meaningful both an objective and a subjective 
condition must be met: A meaningful life is a life that a.) 
the subject finds fulfilling, and b.) contributes to or connects 
positively with something the value of which has its source 
outside the subject. 

If, however, meaningfulness is understood to refer to a co-
herent dimension of value, more specific than the general 
category of self-interest, or the even more general category 
of “all that is desirable in a life,” it would be puzzling if it 
turned out to depend on the satisfaction of two unrelated 
conditions. The proposal I favor, which identifies meaning 
with a condition in which subjective and objective compo-
nents are suitably linked, conceives of meaningfulness in a 
more unified way. My conception of meaningfulness sees 
subjective and objective elements fitting together to consti-
tute a coherent feature a life might or might not possess. 
Besides, if we really consider the two conditions of meaning-
fulness proposed by the Bipartite View as criteria to be taken 
separately, it is not clear that they contribute to the goodness 
of a person’s life at all.9

Consider again the suggestion that a life in which a person 
contributes to something larger than himself (suitably inter-
preted) is more meaningful than a life that serves only the 
needs and desires of the person whose life it is. I introduced 
this idea in answer to the question of what (desirable fea-
ture) might be missing from a life like that of Sisyphus Ful-

9 I thank Cheshire Calhoun for pressing me to think about why the relation 
between the subjective and objective conditions of my conception of meaningful-
ness is important.
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filled (or the pot-smoker, or Sudoku-player), that prevents it 
from representing a life we would want for ourselves or for 
those we love. We could add stipulations to these examples 
that guaranteed that the protagonists’ lives and activities did 
contribute to some independent value. If they had no interest 
in the external or objective or independent value with which 
their lives were involved, however, it is not clear that that 
involvement would make their lives any better or more de-
sirable to them. Imagine, for example, that unbeknownst to 
Sisyphus, his stone-rolling scares away vultures who would 
otherwise attack a nearby community and spread terror and 
disease. Or imagine that the pot-smoker’s secondary mari-
juana smoke is alleviating the pain of the AIDS victim next 
door. If Sisyphus and the pot-smoker do not care about the 
benefits their lives are producing, it is hard to see why the 
fact that their lives yield those benefits—that they contrib-
ute, in other words, to something larger or other than them-
selves—should make us any more inclined to describe their 
lives as meaningful (or to find their lives desirable) than we 
were before we learned of these consequences. 

Even when we consider people whose involvement with 
something “larger” is less accidental, the contribution this 
makes to the quality of their own lives is limited at best if they 
are not emotionally engaged with the people or things or ac-
tivities that make what they are doing valuable. People who do 
valuable work but who cannot identify or take pride in what 
they are doing—the alienated housewife, the conscripted sol-
dier, the assembly line worker, for example—may know that 
what they are doing is valuable, yet reasonably feel that their 
lives lack something that might be referred to as meaning. 

In any case, it seems to me that when the recommenda-
tion to get involved with something larger than oneself is 
offered, it is offered in the hope, if not the expectation, that 



22  susan Wolf

if one does get so involved, it will make one feel good. The 
thought is that if one tries it, one will like it, and one will like 
it in part because of one’s recognition that one is engaged 
with a person or an object or an activity that is indepen-
dently valuable.10 The suggestion, then, that one gets mean-
ing in life through involvement with something larger than 
oneself may be most charitably interpreted as a suggestion 
that is not meant to be taken in isolation. It is not to be re-
garded as a criterion of meaningfulness separable from any 
assumptions about the attitudes the subject will have toward 
the project or activity in question. If one gets involved in 
something larger than oneself—or, as I have interpreted it, 
in something the value of which is (in part) independent of 
oneself—then, if one is lucky, one will find that involvement 
fulfilling, and if that happens, then one’s life will both be 
and seem meaningful. If one’s involvement brings no such 
reward, however, it is unclear that it contributes to meaning 
in one’s life at all. 

Just as the objective condition sometimes associated with 
meaning—namely, that one’s life be involved in something 
larger than oneself—is much more plausible when it is un-
derstood to function in conjunction with a positive subjec-
tive attitude to one’s involvement, so it seems to me that the 
subjective condition—that one live in a way that one finds 
fulfilling—is more plausible when understood in conjunction 
with objective constraints. I suggested a moment ago that 
when someone recommends that you get involved in some-
thing larger than oneself, the hope, if not the expectation, 

10 This does not always work. It is a standard part of the requirements for a child 
who is training for a Bar or Bat Mitzvah, as it is for many middle and high school 
programs, that the child spend a specified number of hours engaged in community 
service. Not surprisingly, the degree to which this results in a gratifying experience, 
an enhanced social consciousness, or a lasting commitment varies widely.
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that is lurking in the background is that you will find that 
involvement subjectively rewarding. Similarly, when some-
one recommends that you find your passion and go for it, 
there seems also to be a hope, if not an expectation, lurking 
in the background; namely, that the passion you find, the 
pursuit of which will be fulfilling, will be an intelligible one, 
within certain bounds. You will not be passionate—at least 
not for very long—about stone-rolling, or Sudokus, or car-
ing for your goldfish, or making handwritten copies of War 
and Peace. 

In my earlier discussion of Sisyphus Fulfilled, I expressed 
sympathy with those who, unlike Richard Taylor, found 
something desirable missing from Sisyphus’s life, despite his 
being subjectively quite content. There is room for an even 
stronger disagreement with Taylor, however, that I want to 
consider now. Specifically, one might wonder whether the 
transformation that Sisyphus undergoes from being unhappy, 
bored, and frustrated to being blissfully fulfilled makes Sisy-
phus better off at all. One might think that it actually makes 
his situation worse. 

From a hedonistic perspective, of course, Sisyphus’s trans-
formation must make his life better, for the only changes in 
Sisyphus are subjective. Negative feelings and attitudes are 
replaced by positive ones. From a nonhedonistic perspective, 
however, these changes come at a cost. When I try to under-
stand the new Sisyphus’s state of mind, when I try to imagine 
how someone might find stone-rolling fulfilling, I can only 
conceive of two possibilities: On the one hand, I can think 
of the substance in Sisyphus’s veins as inducing delusions 
that make Sisyphus see something in stone-rolling that isn’t 
really there. On the other hand, the drug in his veins may 
have lowered his intelligence and reduced his imaginative 
capacity, thus eliminating his ability to perceive the dullness 
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and futility of his labors or to compare them to other more 
challenging or worthwhile things that, had the gods not con-
demned him, he might have been doing instead. In either 
case, Sisyphus is in at least one respect worse off than he was 
before his transformation. He is either afflicted by mental 
illness or delusions or diminished in his intellectual powers. 

Opinion may divide over whether, all things considered, 
the transformation makes Sisyphus worse or better off. Those 
in strongest sympathy with Mill’s claim that it is better to 
be a human unsatisfied than a pig satisfied may think that 
however bad the fate of the classical Sisyphus, the fate of the 
transformed Sisyphus is worse. Others may conclude that 
since Sisyphus is condemned to roll stones in any case, it is 
better for him to be happy with, or more precisely, fulfilled by 
his lot than otherwise. Even those who hold the view that it 
is better to be Sisyphus happy than Sisyphus unhappy, how-
ever, may agree that it is better still not to be Sisyphus at all. 

To me, the first scenario, in which the transformed Sisy-
phus is deluded, seems a more plausible way to understand 
what it would be for Sisyphus to be or to feel fulfilled by 
stone-rolling, for “fulfillment” seems to me to include a cog-
nitive component that requires seeing the source or object 
of fulfillment as being, in some independent way, good or 
worthwhile. Even deep and intense pleasures, like lying on 
the beach on a beautiful day, or eating a perfectly ripe peach, 
would not naturally be described as fulfilling. To find some-
thing fulfilling is rather to find it such as to be characteriz-
able in terms that would portray it as (objectively) good.11

11 Though he does not use the language of “fulfillment” and “meaningfulness,” 
Stephen Darwall discusses the profound contribution to welfare that comes from 
“the experience of connecting with something of worth in a way that enables the 
direct appreciation of the value of one’s activity” in, Welfare and Rational Care 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002) 95. His discussion of such experiences, 
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Imagining Sisyphus in terms of either scenario, however, 
can explain why we might hesitate to describe the life of Si-
syphus Fulfilled as meaningful—and similarly, I would ar-
gue, why we would withhold that label from the life of the 
fulfilled pot-smoker, goldfish-lover, or Tolstoy-copier. Imag-
ining these characters on the model of either scenario would, 
in any case, help to explain why we might regard their lives 
as far from ideal. Earlier I suggested that we might judge 
these lives to be “missing something,” a phrase that suggests 
a feature separable from fulfillment that these lives lack, ren-
dering them less than optimally meaningful (if meaningful 
at all). In light of our discussion, we can now see that even 
the apparent condition of meaningfulness they do satisfy—
that is, the condition of being fulfilled—is in a certain way 
defective and less desirable than fulfillment stemming from 
a more fitting or appropriate source. 

The Fitting Fulfillment View Defended

I earlier argued that the suggestion that a life is meaning-
ful insofar as it contributes to something larger than itself 
is most charitably understood if we take it not as an isolated 
objective criterion; rather, we should see it as a criterion that 
functions in tandem with an expectation about the subjec-
tive feelings and attitudes that contributing to something 
larger will engender. Analogously, the suggestion that a life 
is meaningful insofar as one finds one’s passion and goes for 
it (thereby being fulfilled) is best understood as a subjective 
criterion meant to function not in isolation but rather in 

which I take to be more or less identical to what I am describing as experiences of 
fulfillment, offers an especially good characterization of the kind of appreciation of 
value at issue that avoids over-intellectualizing it. The account of human welfare he 
develops in Chapter Four has much in common with the description of meaning-
fulness I defend here.



26  susan Wolf

conjunction with the assumption that the objects of one’s 
passions will fall within a certain objective range.

The conception of meaningfulness that I proposed at the 
beginning of this lecture brings these two criteria together. 
That conception, you will remember, claimed that meaning-
fulness in life came from loving something (or a number of 
things) worthy of love, and being able to engage with it (or 
them) in some positive way. As I have put it on other occa-
sions, meaning in life consists in and arises from actively en-
gaging in projects of worth.12 On this conception, meaning in 
life arises when subjective attraction meets objective attrac-
tiveness, and one is able to do something about it or with it. 

The popular view that takes meaningfulness to consist in 
finding one’s passion and pursuing it can be taken as a way to 
emphasize the role that love, or subjective attraction, plays in 
meaning. The equally familiar view that associates meaning 
with a contribution to or involvement with something larger 
than oneself can be understood as emphasizing the role of 
objective value or worth. The endoxic method thus supports 
the conception of meaningfulness I propose here. It supports 
the view that when people talk about meaningfulness, they 
often have roughly the thing I have identified in mind; it 
supports the idea that the feature I have identified is, at some 
level, recognized as desirable; that it is thought, or perhaps 
better, felt to answer to a certain kind of human need. The 
question remains, however, why such a feature should be 
thought or felt to be desirable. What, if anything, is so good, 

12 See Susan Wolf, “The Meanings of Lives,” in Introduction to Philosophy: Classi-
cal and Contemporary Readings, eds. John Perry, Michael Bratman, and John Martin 
Fischer (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007) 62–73; and Susan Wolf, “Mean-
ingful Lives in a Meaningless World,” Quaestiones Infinitae 19 ( June 1997), publica-
tion of the Department of Philosophy, Utrecht University, 1–22. This formulation fails 
to emphasize the element of love (or passion or identification) as much as the others.
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so distinctively good, about loving objects worthy of love and 
being able actively to engage with them in a positive way? 
An advantage of my conception of meaning, in addition to 
its being supported by the endoxic method, is that it identi-
fies a feature that yields an intelligible and plausible answer 
to this question.

We have already noted that being able to be actively en-
gaged with things that one loves, being able, in other words, 
to indulge one’s passions, affords a particularly rewarding 
type of subjective experience—it is, if you will, a high quality 
pleasure. Like the Fulfillment View, the Fitting Fulfillment 
View (for lack of a better name) identifies a feature that gives 
this recognizable benefit to the person whose life possesses 
it. According to the latter view, however, what is distinctively 
valuable is not the state or ongoing experience of fulfillment 
considered in itself. Rather, what is valuable is that one’s life 
be actively (and lovingly) engaged in projects that give rise 
to this feeling, when the projects in question can be seen to 
have a certain kind of objective worth. It is not enough, on 
this view, that one is occupied with doing things that one 
loves. The things one loves doing must be good in some in-
dependent way. Why should this be something that matters 
to us? If having this in one’s life answers a human need, what 
human need is it?

At least part of the answer, I believe, has to do with a need, 
or at least an interest or concern, to see one’s life as valu-
able in a way that can be recognized from a point of view 
other than one’s own. We can better understand this need, 
and perhaps quell the doubts of those who are skeptical of its 
existence, if we see its connection to other features of human 
psychology with which we are familiar from other contexts. 

One such feature that has long been of interest to phi-
losophers has been especially emphasized by Thomas Nagel 
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—namely, the human capacity, indeed the tendency, to see (or 
try to see) oneself from an external point of view.13 Humans 
have a tendency to aspire to see things, including themselves, 
without bias, to observe their lives from a detached perspec-
tive. They aspire to a kind of objectivity. Nagel has charac-
terized this as an aspiration to take a “view from nowhere”; 
others have talked about this feature in terms of a God’s-eye 
point of view. 

In addition, humans have a need to think well of them-
selves—a need for self-esteem. If one is prone to imagine 
oneself from an external point of view, to see oneself as if 
from without, the wish quite naturally follows that from that 
point of view one will be able to see oneself and one’s life as 
good, valuable, and a rightful source of pride. 

Still, the strength of that wish, and the peculiarly poignant 
feelings that can accompany it seem to me to involve some-
thing further, that, I suggest, is related to our social natures, 
and to our need or wish not to be alone. 

Contemplation of one’s mortality or of one’s cosmic insig-
nificance can call up the sort of feelings I have in mind. The 
thought that one’s life is like a bubble that, upon bursting, 
will vanish without a trace can lead some people to despair. 
The thought that one lives in an indifferent universe makes 
some people shudder. Reminding oneself of the fact, if it is 
a fact, that one is actively and, we may stipulate, somewhat 
successfully, engaged in projects of independent worth may 
put these feelings to rest. By living in a way that is partly 
occupied by and directed toward the preservation or promo-
tion or creation of value that has its source outside of one-
self, one does something that can be understood, admired or 

13 See especially Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1986).
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appreciated from others’ points of view, including the imagi-
nary point of view of an impartial indifferent observer.14

The fact that the feature focused on by the Fitting Fulfill-
ment View can have bearing on our reactions to thoughts 
about the human condition, that it can even offer some sol-
ace to those who are distressed when they think about our 
insignificance, gives some support to the idea that this fea-
ture is reasonably identified with “meaningfulness,” since it 
makes the association between meaningfulness and the age-
old philosophical topic of “the meaning of life” more than a 
coincidence.

A longing for fulfillment, and an admiration for lives 
engaged in projects that are fitting for fulfillment, are not 
restricted to times when we are especially cognizant of the 
human condition, however. Even when we are not thinking 
about our relation to the cosmos, we may intelligibly want 
to do something whose value extends beyond its value for 
us. Indeed, even if we never explicitly formulate a desire that 
our lives be connected to something of independent value, 
the unarticulated sense that we are so connected may affect 
the quality of our experience. The feeling of being occupied 
with something of independent value, the engagement in an 
activity that takes one out of oneself, it seems to me, can 
be thrilling. Why? At least part of the reason, again, seems 
to be related to our social natures, and our desire not to be 
alone. If we are engaged in projects of independent value—
fighting injustice, preserving a historic building, writing a 

14 Of course, there is no guarantee that such a thought will put the feelings in 
question to rest. Many people are upset by the thought that they are mere specks 
in a vast universe. They are upset, that is, by their smallness, their inability to make 
a big and lasting splash. My remarks—aimed at reminding them of the quality, 
not the quantity, of their contribution to the universe—do not speak directly to 
this concern. Such people will just have to get over it. Their desire is unsatisfiable. 
For further discussion of this topic, see my “The Meanings of Lives” (fn 12, above).
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poem—then presumably others will be able to appreciate 
what we are doing, too. Others may actually appreciate what 
we are doing, or they may at least appreciate the same values 
as the ones that motivate us. This makes us at least notionally 
part of a community, sharing values to some degree and a 
point of view. Even when no one knows what we are doing, 
or when no one appreciates it, however, the thought that it 
is worth doing can be important to us. The scorned artist or 
lonely inventor, the scientist whose research no one seems 
to approve, may be sustained by the thought that her work 
is good, and that the day may come when others will under-
stand and value it.15

Although I have suggested that the desirability of living 
in a positive relation with something the value of which does 
not depend solely on ourselves is related to our sociability, 
these last examples show that the relation may be indirect, 
perhaps even metaphorical. People who, for any number of 
reasons, cannot or do not wish to live around or be in inti-
mate contact with other people, may still live meaningful and 
fulfilling lives. Some artists, for example, may make art for an 
only dimly conceived posterity. Conversely, for some people, 
the support, approval, and admiration of their contempo-
raries is not enough to make them feel fulfilled by what they 
are doing, or to judge their own lives as meaningful. 

It may be suspected that the interests I am discussing are 
bourgeois interests, commonly of concern only to persons 
from a certain place, time, and social class. Perhaps it will be 

15 These remarks, I think, add to the plausibility of interpreting popular refer-
ences to being involved in something “larger than oneself ” in terms of the idea 
that one should be engaged with a value that has its source outside of oneself. The 
thought is that such a value exists metaphorically in a public space—it is accessible 
to others, and so makes one at the least a potential member of a community that is 
larger than oneself.
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thought that these concerns are confined to a class that is nar-
rower still; namely, to those who are excessively intellectual or 
unusually reflective. If one has to struggle to get enough to eat 
for oneself and one’s family, to get shelter from the cold, to 
fight a painful disease, concern over whether one is engaged 
in projects of independent worth may seem a luxury. The fact 
that an interest in a meaningful life may not surface until 
one’s more basic needs are met is no reason to dismiss its im-
portance, however. Nor does it seem to me that the fact that 
a person does not consciously articulate an interest in ensur-
ing that some of the projects or things with which his life is 
bound up can be judged to have independent worth is enough 
to warrant the view that whether they have such worth is ir-
relevant to him. Bernard Williams once wrote, with respect 
to the question of life’s being desirable, that “it gets by far its 
best answer in never being asked at all.”16 Similarly, I think, for 
a person whose life is meaningful, the need to think about it 
might never come up. If a person is actively engaged in valu-
able projects, he may be getting feedback from these projects 
that enhances his life even if he is unaware of it.

Our interest in being able to see our lives as worthwhile 
from some point of view external to ourselves, and our inter-
est in being able to see ourselves as part of an at least notional 
community that can understand us and that to some degree 
shares our point of view, then, seem to me to be pervasive, 
even if not universal. By engaging in projects of independent 
value, by protecting, preserving, creating, and realizing value 
the source of which lies outside of ourselves, we can satisfy 
these interests. Indeed, it is hard to see how we could satisfy 
them in any other way. 

16 Bernard Williams, “The Makropulos Case: Reflections on the Tedium of Im-
mortality,” in Problems of the Self (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973) 87.
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Reflecting on the pervasiveness of these interests, and on 
the way a life of “fitting fulfillment” answers to them will, 
I hope, support both my proposal that meaningfulness is a 
matter of active and loving engagement in projects of worth 
and my claim that this feature, distinct from both happiness 
and morality, deserves to be included in a conception of a 
fully successful human life. 

For much of this lecture, I have stressed the subjective as-
pect of a meaningful life—that is, the aspect that assures a 
meaningful life of being fulfilling, and to that extent feeling 
good. This emphasis brought out what my view of meaning-
fulness has in common with the more popular Fulfillment 
View (the view that says one should find one’s passion, and 
go for it) and allowed me easily to demonstrate one way in 
which a meaningful life was good for the person who lives 
it. When we consider what deep human interests or needs a 
meaningful life distinctively answers to, however, the objec-
tive aspect of such a life needs to be stressed. Our interest 
in living a meaningful life is not an interest in a life feeling 
a certain way, but rather an interest that it be a certain way, 
specifically, that it be one that can be appropriately appreci-
ated, admired, or valued by others;17 that it be a life that con-
tributes to or realizes or connects in some positive way with 
independent value. We do not satisfy those interests simply 
by thinking or feeling that they are satisfied any more than 
we can satisfy our interest in not being alone by thinking 
or feeling that we are not alone. To have a life that not only 

17 This is not unrelated to the interest in our actions being “justifiable to others” 
that Thomas Scanlon stresses in his account of the motivation and reason to be 
moral. See, e.g., T. M. Scanlon, What We Owe To Each Other (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1998). The interest I have in mind, to which meaning rather than 
morality answers, however, is broader, embracing not only the possible points of 
view of one’s fellow human beings, but the imaginable point of view of an even 
more external, nonhuman observer.
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seems meaningful but is meaningful, the objective aspect is 
as important as the subjective.

Many questions about this conception of meaningfulness 
and its importance remain, however. In particular, I have not 
yet addressed, or even so much as acknowledged, the resis-
tance many readers are no doubt feeling toward my refer-
ences to objective value, or to the corresponding view that 
some activities or projects are more fitting than others to be 
the objects of one’s life’s central passions. I shall begin the 
next lecture by responding to these concerns. Let me warn 
you in advance, though, that I shall not be offering a theory 
of objective value, much less a foolproof procedure for de-
termining which things have it. In light of this, one might 
reasonably wonder why I bother to bring up the subject at all. 
The remainder of the second lecture will be aimed at answer-
ing that question. By the end of the second lecture, then, I 
shall have tried to convince you not only of what meaning is, 
but also of why it matters.



Why It Matters

In the previous lecture, I argued that philo-
sophical models of human psychology that divide all mo-
tives and reasons into the self-interested and the moral, or 
the personal and the impersonal, were simplistic and distort-
ing, failing to capture the character of our relationships with 
many of the things and activities that are most important to 
us. Further, I claimed that insofar as such models encourage 
us to think about our lives in terms only of happiness and 
morality, they lead us to neglect another important dimen-
sion along which lives can be better or worse—namely, the 
dimension of meaningfulness. 

But what is meaningfulness? I argued in the last lecture 
for a conception that combined aspects of two popular views. 
Like the Fulfillment View, which tells us to find our pas-
sions and pursue them, my view acknowledges a subjective 
component in the meaningful life. A person who is alienated 
from her life, who gets no joy or pride from the activities that 
comprise it, can be said to lack meaning in her life. Like the 
view that associates meaning with involvement in something 
“larger than oneself,” however, my view also recognizes an 
objective component. According to what I called the Fit-
ting Fulfillment View, a life is meaningful insofar as its sub-
jective attractions are to things or goals that are objectively 
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worthwhile. That is, one’s life is meaningful insofar as one 
finds oneself loving things worthy of love and able to do 
something positive about it. A life is meaningful, as I also 
put it, insofar as it is actively and lovingly engaged in projects 
of worth.

Throughout most of its history, moral philosophy has ig-
nored the dimension of meaningfulness.  Indeed, most phi-
losophers have failed to notice it altogether.  In this lecture I 
shall bring out some of the costs of this neglect.  But before 
turning to this topic, there is some unfinished business to 
address.

My abstract characterization of meaningfulness leaves 
many questions open and many challenges unanswered. Not 
surprisingly, perhaps, the most pressing questions and most 
serious challenges have to do with the “objective” side of the 
proposal; that is, with the category I have variously referred to 
in terms of fittingness (for fulfillment), worthiness (of love), 
and independent, as well as objective, value. Which projects, 
one wants to know, are fitting for fulfillment? Which objects 
are worthy of love? How does one determine whether an 
activity is fitting or worthy or of independent value? For that 
matter, why accept the legitimacy of these judgments at all?

These questions raise issues that go to the heart of my pro-
posal.  If there is no such thing as (the relevant kind of ) ob-
jective value, or if talk of distinctions in worth is nonsensical, 
then meaning in life, as I understand it, is impossible.  These  
issues, then, are too central to my conception of meaningful-
ness for me not to acknowledge them here.  Although, as you 
will see, my answers to all these questions are tentative, I do 
not think this is a reason to be skeptical of the conception of 
meaningfulness that evokes them. 

After elaborating and defending my views on these mat-
ters, I shall turn finally to the topic promised in this lecture’s 
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title; namely, to the question of why it matters, especially in 
light of the tentativeness, vagueness, and openness of the 
category under discussion, that we think of life’s possibilities 
in terms not only of happiness and morality but in terms of 
meaning as well.

Questions about Objective Value

To address the first set of questions, let me begin at an un-
theoretical, or what many philosophers refer to as an intui-
tive, level. It will be useful to recall from the previous lecture 
that the idea that there must be some objective condition on 
the kinds of projects or passions that could form the basis of 
a meaningful life arose in connection with the observation 
that some projects, such as rolling a stone uselessly up a hill, 
making handwritten copies of War and Peace, solving Sudoku 
puzzles, or caring for one’s pet goldfish, were in some way 
inadequate. By noting what is lacking from such projects, we 
can form hypotheses about what features make an activity 
more fitting as a grounding for meaning. As many of the 
problematic cases cited seem to exemplify useless activity, 
it seems plausible to propose that activities that are useful 
are to that extent better candidates for grounding claims of 
meaningfulness. And, as many involve activities that are rou-
tinized or mechanical—in other words, activities that would 
be boring to a normal human being of moderate intelligence 
and ability—we may conjecture that an activity’s or project’s 
suitability as a meaning-provider rises as it becomes more 
challenging, or as it offers greater opportunity for a person to 
develop her powers or realize her potential.

It is noteworthy what a broad and diverse range of proj-
ects and activities meet these standards. In particular, though 
it will include the projects and activities recognized as morally 
valuable by conventional standards, embracing both positive 
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relationships with family and friends and engagement with 
political and social causes, the range extends far beyond that. 
Creating art, adding to our knowledge of the world, preserv-
ing a place of natural beauty all seem intuitively to deserve 
classification as valuable activities, even if they do not bring 
about obvious improvement in human or animal welfare. So 
do efforts to achieve excellence or to develop one’s powers—
for example, as a runner, a cellist, a cabinetmaker, a pastry chef.

It is in part because the range of activities that seem to 
qualify as fitting for fulfillment, and so as able to ground 
claims of meaningfulness, is so large and so varied that the 
words I have used to characterize this condition are so gen-
eral and so vague. Perhaps the best of the expressions I have 
used in this connection is that which says that the project 
or activity must possess a value whose source comes from 
outside of oneself—whose value, in other words, is in part in-
dependent of one’s own attitude to it. That expression has the 
advantage of being minimally exclusive. It makes the point 
that a project whose only value comes from its being pleas-
ing, or interesting, or fulfilling to the person whose project 
it is—a project, that is, whose value is entirely individually 
subjective—is not the kind of project that can make a per-
son’s life meaningful, but it makes no other restrictions as to 
either the kind or the source of value the project or activ-
ity may have. Intuitively, however, this condition may be too 
minimal if taken literally. When we imagine lives in which 
various sorts of activities play prominent roles, with an eye to 
their meaningfulness, some sort of proportionality condition 
seems to operate in the background. Strictly speaking, it may 
not be right to say of the woman whose life revolves around 
her pet goldfish, or of the man who painstakingly copies War 
and Peace by hand, that their activities have no value indepen-
dent of their own psychologies. Perhaps the life and comfort 
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of a goldfish is worth something independently, as is an extra 
copy of a literary masterpiece, easily available in libraries and 
bookstores though it be. Even so, the corresponding endeav-
ors do not seem valuable enough to merit the kind of time, 
energy, and investment that these characters are imagined to 
devote to them, particularly in light of the wealth of other 
possible activities that we assume they might be engaging 
with instead. 

Furthermore, there seems good reason to ask why, if an ac-
tivity’s value to oneself is insufficient to give meaning to one’s 
life, an activity’s value to some other creature should make it 
any more suitable. Are we to understand the condition that 
an activity be of value “independent of oneself ” to be met 
by anything that is of value to another (in the sense of be-
ing enjoyed by, or of use to her)? If, in addition to Sisyphus, 
a third party was pleased or fulfilled by watching Sisyphus 
roll stones up a hill, or if, in addition to the goldfish owner, 
all the woman’s neighbors were deeply concerned about the 
well-being of her pet, would that make a difference in the 
assessment of these lives as meaningful? If so, it is puzzling 
why this should be so significant. If not, the condition of 
“independent value” stands in need of further specification. 

To make matters worse, the difficulty of answering these 
questions may begin to make one wonder whether we should 
accept any such condition at all. Despite the discomfort we 
may have with the idea that the lives of the goldfish lover, 
the Tolstoy copier, and the satisfied Sisyphus are meaningful, 
perhaps we should resist the temptation to exclude them by 
way of a condition of fittingness or a requirement of worth. 
There are two sorts of reasons that tend to fuel such suspi-
cions, and they are worth distinguishing and responding to 
separately. On the one hand, there are worries of a moral, 
or quasi-moral nature, having to do with the dangers of 
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parochialism and elitism. On the other, there are philosophi-
cal concerns about the metaphysics of value. 

Who’s to Say? The Danger of Elitism

The first set of concerns is important, and expressive of values 
that I wholeheartedly support, but I believe their acknowl-
edgement is wholly compatible with the spirit and intention 
of the view I am presenting. I have in mind concerns that 
might most naturally be expressed by the rhetorical ques-
tion, “Who’s to say?—Who’s to say which projects are fitting 
(or worthy or valuable) and which are not?” The worry is that 
the views of any one person or any group that sets itself up 
as an authority on values are liable to be narrow-minded or 
biased. No doubt the examples I use to illustrate my views, 
reflective as they are of my bourgeois American values, make 
this concern all the more salient. 

To be sure, elitism and parochialism are dangers that we 
need to be wary of, especially perhaps when making judg-
ments about the relative value of what other people do with 
their lives. But we can minimize these dangers if we keep our 
fallibility in mind, if we regard our judgments as tentative, 
and if we remind ourselves, when necessary, that the object of 
thinking about the category of meaningfulness in life is not 
to produce a meaningfulness scale for ranking lives.

To the question, “Who’s to say which projects are inde-
pendently valuable and which are not?” my answer is, ‘”No 
one in particular.” Neither I, nor any group of professional 
ethicists or academicians—nor, for that matter, any other 
group I can think of—have any special expertise that makes 
their judgment particularly reliable. Rather, questions like, 
“Which projects are valuable?” and “Which activities are 
worthwhile?” are open to anyone and everyone to ask and 
to try to answer, and I assume that we will answer them 
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better if we pool our information, our experience, and our 
thoughts. Our initial pretheoretical or intuitive judgments 
about what is valuable and what is a waste of time are formed 
in childhood, as a result of a variety of lessons, experiences, 
and other cultural influences. Being challenged to justify our 
judgments, being exposed to different ones, broadening our 
range of experience, and learning about other cultures and 
ways of life will lead us to revise, and, if all goes well, improve 
our judgments. Presumably, this is a never-ending enterprise, 
not only because, as fallible creatures, our judgments of value 
will always be somewhat tentative, but also because the sorts 
of things that have value are apt to change over time. If the 
history of the arts is any model for the history of value more 
generally, human ingenuity and a continually changing uni-
verse will ensure that new forms of value will evolve.1 Perhaps 
old ones will atrophy as well. The absence of a final authority 
on the question of which things have value, however, does 
not call into doubt the legitimacy or coherence of the ques-
tion itself or of the enterprise of trying to find a more or less 
reasonable, if also partial, tentative, and impermanent answer.

Two Kinds of Subject-independent Value

The second set of concerns to which I earlier referred does 
call the category of objective value into doubt. Whereas wor-
ries about elitism call our attention to the dangers of think-
ing one knows which things, activities, or projects have value, 
the second set of concerns, more purely philosophical, raises 

1 See Joseph Raz, The Practice of Value (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) 
33. He writes, “As art forms, social relations and political structures are created by 
social practices . . . so must their distinctive virtues and forms of excellence depend 
on social practices that create and sustain them. In these cases, it would seem that 
not only access to these values, but the values themselves, arise with the social forms 
that make their instantiation possible.”
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questions about the idea that there is such a thing as an ob-
jective standard of value at all, or more precisely, an objective 
standard that distinguishes some projects, activities, and in-
terests from others as being more fitting for or more capable 
of contributing to the meaningfulness of one’s life.

In addressing these concerns, it is important to keep in 
mind what kinds of objectivity are at issue, for the term is 
notoriously slippery. In the context at hand, the reference to 
objectivity can be associated with two very different ways in 
which, in order for a project to be capable of contributing to 
the meaning of a person’s life, its value must be at least partly 
independent of that person.

One way is suggested by the grain of truth to be found in 
the popular view that one’s life gets meaning from engage-
ment with something “larger than oneself,” at least if, as I ar-
gued in the last lecture, we can understand this to refer more 
literally to the condition that one must be in some positive 
relationship with things or activities the value of which lies 
at least partly outside of oneself. A central thought here seems 
to be that a life lacks meaning if it is totally egocentric, de-
voted solely toward the subject’s own survival and welfare, 
and realizing no value that is independent of the subject’s 
own good. Meaning comes rather from successful engage-
ment with values that are not just values for the person 
herself—for only then, it seems, will one be able to say that 
one has lived in a way that can be claimed to be worthwhile 
from a point of view external and potentially indifferent to 
oneself. 

From a certain perspective, it may seem puzzling that while 
a life devoted to oneself, and realizing no value that is inde-
pendent of oneself, is to be regarded as meaningless, a life 
engaged positively with some other person or creature or 
valuable activity has meaning. If finding food and shelter for 
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one’s child, nursing one’s partner back to health, rescuing one’s 
wounded comrade from the hands of death, are worthwhile 
activities, why shouldn’t feeding, sheltering, healing, and res-
cuing oneself  be worthwhile as well? It may seem odd that if I 
benefit you and you benefit me, our activities may contribute 
to the meaningfulness of each other’s lives, but if we each tend 
to our own well-being, our actions will have no such effect.

This puzzle disappears, however, when we recall the dis-
tinctiveness of the category of meaningfulness and recog-
nize that activities, projects, or actions may be valuable in 
some way without being valuable in a way that contributes to 
meaningfulness. Certainly, if there is value in saving another 
person’s life, there is value in saving one’s own; certainly, tak-
ing care of oneself, seeking happiness, and avoiding pain, are 
sensible and worthwhile things to do. It can even be perfectly 
reasonable to do a Sudoku puzzle once in a while, or to keep 
a goldfish. But whether a life is meaningful has specifically 
to do with whether one’s life can be said to be worthwhile 
from an external point of view. A meaningful life is one 
that would not be considered pointless or gratuitous, even 
from an impartial perspective. Living in a way that connects 
positively with objects, people, and activities that have value 
independent of oneself harmonizes with the fact that one’s 
own perspective and existence have no privileged status in 
the universe. This is why engagement with things that have 
value independent of oneself can contribute to the meaning-
fulness of one’s life in a way that activities directed at one’s 
own good and valuable in no other way do not.2

 The notion that some of the things that engage us have 
nonsubjective value in this sense—value, that is, that is not 

2 For an extended discussion of this point, see my “The Meanings of Lives” and 
“Meaningful Lives in a Meaningless World” (Lecture One, fn 12, above).
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just value for the subject—is not metaphysically mysterious 
or conceptually problematic. It is easy enough, at least in 
principle, to distinguish activities that are valuable only to 
oneself from those that are not. It is good for me that I get 
to eat fine chocolates, or watch Friday Night Lights, or take 
a walk in the woods, but no one else in the world is ben-
efited by these things, nor is any independent value realized 
or produced. By contrast, what good there is in my help-
ing someone else, or even in my writing a good book, is not 
exclusively goodness for me. What values there are in these 
activities are at least partly independent of my own existence 
and point of view.

There is, however, another kind of subject-independence 
that is more philosophically problematic and has more to do 
with traditional worries about the metaphysics of value. Spe-
cifically, in order for one’s activities or projects to contribute 
to the meaningfulness of one’s life, not only must the locus or 
recipient of value lie partly outside of oneself, the standard of 
judgment for determining value must be partly independent, 
too. According to the Fitting Fulfillment View, thinking or 
feeling that one’s life is meaningful doesn’t make it so, at least 
not all by itself. One can be mistaken about whether a project 
or activity has the kind of value necessary to make it a poten-
tial provider of meaning. 

Examples I gave yesterday, like Sisyphus Fulfilled, were 
meant to suggest the conceivability of a person finding an 
activity fulfilling that we might find inadequate for mean-
ing from a third-person perspective. Insofar as (this version 
of ) Sisyphus thinks his life is meaningful, he is mistaken, 
finding something in stone-rolling that isn’t really there. Re-
alistic examples may be more controversial, but they are easy 
enough to find: On drugs, one may find counting bathroom 
tiles fascinating, or one may watch reruns of Father Knows 
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Best with rapture. A member of a religious cult may think 
that obedience to her leader’s commands and dedication to 
his empowerment are worthwhile goals. An attorney fresh 
out of law school may see his ardent defense of an unscru-
pulous corporate client as a noble expression of justice in ac-
tion; a personal assistant to a Hollywood star may be seduced 
by the glitter and fame that surround her into thinking that 
catering to her employer’s every whim is a matter of national 
significance. Such people may think a life devoted to the 
advancement of their goals and heroes is a meaningful one. 
They may feel fulfilled by activities that foster what they take 
to be worthwhile ends. But, according to the Fitting Fulfill-
ment View, they would be mistaken.

The judgment that what seemed worthwhile wasn’t re-
ally so may be made by the person himself, looking back 
on a past phase of his existence. One might even “wake up” 
more or less suddenly to the realization that an activity one 
has been pursuing with enthusiasm is shallow or empty. As 
these examples make plausible the idea that a person may 
find meaning in an activity that really isn’t there, other ex-
amples suggest the converse possibility: We can imagine Bob 
Dylan’s mother thinking her son was wasting his time mess-
ing around with that guitar; or Fred Astaire’s father wishing 
his son would quit dancing and get a real job. Tolstoy went 
through a period when he could not see the value of his own 
literary accomplishments, magnificent as they were. The real-
ization that he had done much that had made his life mean-
ingful was unavailable to him. These examples suggest that a 
person may judge an activity to be worthless that others can 
see to be valuable. With respect to negative as well as positive 
judgments of value, it appears that one can be wrong.

If we accept the idea that a person’s judgment about 
the value of an activity can be wrong, then we accept the 
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legitimacy of a kind of value judgment that is subject-
independent.3 According to the conception of meaningful-
ness I am proposing, that sort of judgment is essential to 
understanding what a meaningful life is. 

Problems with the Metaphysics of Value

Accepting the legitimacy of this type of subject-independent 
value judgment and thereby denying radical subjectivism 
with respect to value, seems a far cry from accepting the sort 
of metaphysically mysterious conception of objective value 
sometimes associated with Plato or more recently with G. 
E. Moore. To acknowledge that a person may be mistaken 
about what has value, and that finding something valuable 
doesn’t necessarily make it so, is hardly to commit oneself 
to a view that value is a nonnatural property, or that, as John 
Mackie has put it, it is built into “the fabric of the world.”4 
Nor does believing that one can be mistaken about value, or 
even that everyone can be mistaken about value, imply that 
values might even in principle be independent of human (or 
other conscious beings’) needs and capacities. 

There are many accounts of value that fall in between the 
radically subjective and the radically objective. In claiming 
that meaningfulness has an objective component, (that cer-
tain projects and not others are fitting for fulfillment; certain 
objects worthy of love, and so on), I mean only to insist that 
something other than a radically subjective account of value 
must be assumed. Nonetheless, I must confess that I have no 
positive account of nonsubjective value with which I am sat-
isfied. Radically objective accounts of value are implausible 

3 That is, the truth of the judgment that an activity is worthwhile is independent of 
whether a subject, such as Tolstoy or Sisyphus, thinks that the activity is worthwhile.

4 J. L. Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1977).
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and obscure, but the most obvious conceptions of value that 
fall between those and the radically subjective are problem-
atic as well. 

Thus, for example, some people are attracted to intersubjec-
tive accounts, according to which whether something is valu-
able depends on whether it is valued by a community of valuers. 
If an individual’s valuing something isn’t sufficient to give the 
thing real value, however, it is hard to see why a group’s en-
dorsement should carry any more weight. If one person can be 
mistaken about value, why can’t five people, or five thousand? 
The history of art, or for that matter of morals, seems ample 
testimony to the view that whole societies can be wrong.

More promising, I think, are accounts that link value 
to the hypothetical responses of an idealized individual or 
group. Whether something is valuable on such a view is as-
sociated with the claim that it would be valued by someone 
sufficiently rational, perceptive, sensitive, and knowledgeable, 
to be, as John Stuart Mill would say, “a competent judge.”5 
Yet this view, too, seems inadequate as it stands, for if it is in-
terpreted as claiming that what makes something valuable is 
its being able to evoke such a reaction in such an individual, 
the view needs further explanation and defense. Why should 
an object’s capacity to be valued by an imaginary individual 
make the object valuable if its being actually valued by me 
or my friends or my fellow countrymen does not? If, on the 
other hand, the reference to these hypothetical responses 
is understood as a way to track value rather than as an ac-
count of what constitutes it, then the view seems to leave 
the question with which we are most concerned—the ques-
tion of what is being tracked (or, if you will, of what value 
is)—untouched. 

5 John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism (1861), Chapter 2.
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On my view, then, finding an adequate account of the ob-
jectivity of values—that is, of the ways or respects in which 
value judgments are not radically subjective—is an unsolved 
problem in philosophy, or perhaps better, an unsolved cluster 
of problems. Though I believe we have good reason to reject a 
radically subjective account of value, it is far from clear what 
a reasonably complete and defensible nonsubjective account 
will look like. 

The absence of such an account gives us all the more reason 
to be tentative in our judgments about what sorts of project 
deserve inclusion in the class of activities that can contribute 
to the meaningfulness of a life. We must admit the reason-
ableness of controversy not only about the value of particular 
activities, such as cheerleading, ultimate Frisbee, and analytic 
philosophy, but also about whole categories of activity, such as 
aesthetic expression, self-realization, or communion with na-
ture. My own inclination is to be generous in my assumptions 
about what is valuable in the sense required to qualify as a po-
tential contributor to meaning. I expect that almost anything 
that a significant number of people have taken to be valuable 
over a long span of time is valuable. If people find an object 
or activity or project engaging, there is apt to be something 
about it that makes it so—perhaps the activity is challenging, 
the object beautiful, the project morally important. 

Still, these expectations may not be supportable. A quick 
glance at the Guinness Book of World Records or at a list of in-
ternet chat rooms will remind one that people, indeed, large 
numbers of people, do the darnedest things. They race lawn 
mowers, compete in speed-eating contests, sit on flagpoles, 
watch reality TV. Do these activities merit the investment of 
time and money that people put into them? Do they con-
tribute to the meaning of these people’s lives? There may be 
something to be said on both sides of these questions.
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As some will have been critical of my endorsement of the 
idea of nonsubjective value and the associated thought that 
such value distinguishes some projects from others as more 
or less able to contribute to a meaningful life, others will be 
frustrated or annoyed by my reluctance confidently to ap-
ply the notion, to make substantive judgments that actually 
identify meaningful projects, and to contrast them to mean-
ingless ones. If you are unwilling to take a stand on which 
lives are meaningful, they might ask, why bother discussing 
the subject at all? What is the point of insisting that there is 
such a thing as a meaningful life if you cannot give any kind 
of guidance for how to live one? Why, in other words, in light 
of your caution in attributing meaning or the lack of mean-
ing to specific concrete lives, does recognizing the abstract 
category of meaningfulness matter?

Why It (the Concept of Meaningfulness) Matters

An answer we might consider is that, even without being 
able to say anything more systematic or definite about mean-
ingfulness, the mere reference to it as an explicit element 
of what is to be desired and aimed for in life may make us 
more likely to attain it than we would otherwise be. After all, 
even if we don’t have a good philosophical account or theory 
about which projects, activities, and interests possess the kind 
of nonsubjective value that makes them potential contribu-
tors to meaning in our lives, we are not totally clueless about 
these matters in practice. The mere mention of meaningful-
ness might remind a person at least to notice whether his life 
is (or seems to be) satisfying in this respect, and this may be 
enough to make a difference in the shape he gives to it.

I would not place too much weight on this suggestion, 
however. Many, perhaps most, people manage to live mean-
ingful lives without giving the idea of meaning a moment’s 
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explicit thought, and those whose lives are not satisfactorily 
meaningful are not likely to be able to remedy this shortfall 
simply by having it called more explicitly to their attention.6

If our lives or the lives of our students and our children 
are to become more meaningful as a result of thinking about 
meaningfulness, this will more likely happen by an indirect 
route. The immediate benefits of thinking abstractly about 
meaningfulness are apt to be more purely intellectual. Spe-
cifically, attention to the category of meaningfulness may 
help us to better understand our values and ourselves and 
may enable us to better assess the role that some central in-
terests and activities play in our lives.

In fact, much of what I think is valuable about thinking 
about meaningfulness has to do with thinking about what 
meaningfulness is not. At the beginning of the previous lec-
ture, I remarked that it is not (equivalent to) happiness, and 
it is not (equivalent to) morality. Recognizing that mean-
ing is something desirable in life, something we want both 
for ourselves and for others, means recognizing that there 
is more to life than either of these categories, even taken 
together, suggests. This means, among other things, that it 
need not be irrational to choose to spend one’s time doing 
something that neither maximizes one’s own good nor is 
morally best. 

Moreover, realizing that there are things worth doing 
that do not contribute maximally to either happiness or 
morality may change the way we understand these concepts 
themselves.

6 Many people, through no fault of their own, simply lack the opportunity for 
meaning: their physical, economic, or political circumstances deprive them of the 
freedom or the leisure to explore and pursue activities they would love. Others may 
have temperaments that make it difficult to love anything in the right sort of way. 
One cannot find something engaging at will.
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As I mentioned in the previous lecture, much of what 
we do is not obviously justified by either morality or self-
interest. I visit my friend in the hospital; I study philosophy; 
I bake an elaborate dessert. If the framework in which we 
conceptualize our reasons and our actions recognizes only 
self-interested and moral value, then we will have to fit our 
understanding of these choices into these categories if we are 
not to regard them as irrational or mistaken. Given the in-
convenience and the difficulties involved in these enterprises, 
however, it is far from clear that they are in my self-interest. 
Yet to regard them as morally valuable, much less as morally 
better than any alternatives, is to puff them up in a way that 
seems both pompous and hard to sustain. Insofar as we feel 
the need to explain and justify ourselves in terms of these 
two categories, we will be tempted to distort the character 
and importance of our interests or to replace them with proj-
ects more obviously beneficial to ourselves or more morally 
admirable. 

It might be suggested that the problem here is with think-
ing that our actions and choices need to be so fully justified. 
Why can’t we sometimes do things just because we want to, 
without any further justifying reason? We can, but to regard 
the activities I have I mind as mere arbitrary preferences is 
also misleading, in a way that sells them short. In fact, I don’t 
perform these acts just because I want to. I do want to, but for 
reasons. I visit my friend because he can use the company, or 
at least the assurance that his friends care about him (or per-
haps I visit him knowing that he is in a coma, just to express 
my concern for him to myself ); I study philosophy because it 
is interesting and mind-expanding, or, because, in my case, it 
is part of doing my job well; and I bake because I take pride 
in my skill as a baker, because I love good food and want to 
share my enthusiasm for it with others. 
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Though at least some of these acts have merit that is rec-
ognizably moral and are morally preferable to others that 
might be as good or better for me, and all contribute in some 
way to my happiness—at the least, I feel the satisfaction 
of being able to do what I have chosen to do—neither the 
moral nor the egoistic perspectives capture my perspective 
in acting, and if we think of such acts only in these terms 
we will miss the role they play in my or others’ lives. I act in 
these cases not for my sake or the world’s; I act neither out of 
duty nor self-interest. Rather, I am drawn by the particular 
values of my friend, of philosophy, of a great chocolate cake.7 
These are “objects” whose value has a source outside myself. 
They would be good, or interesting, or worthwhile whether 
I like or care about or even notice them or not. But they are 
values I respond to, for which I have an affinity—a subjective 
attraction, if you will. 

Understanding this is important in part because, as I have 
already said, it enables us to approve of these sorts of inter-
ests and activities without distorting the character of their 
value. It is also important for a proper understanding of 
self-interest and morality, and of the roles these two types of 
value and the perspectives they define play and should play 
in our lives.

Meaning and Self-Interest

One implication that the recognition of meaningfulness as 
a value has for our concept of self-interest is obvious and 
familiar. Specifically, if meaningfulness is acknowledged as 
an ingredient of a good life, and so as an aspect of an en-
lightened conception of self-interest, and if, as I have argued, 

7 For a good recipe, see http://www.epicurious.com/recipes/food/views/
chocolate-mousse-cake-with-cinnamon-cream-14010.
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meaningfulness cannot be understood as a purely subjective 
feature of a life, then a hedonistic conception of self-interest, 
that identifies the best life with a life of maximally good 
qualitative experience, will not do. An adequate conception 
of self-interest must include something more than happiness, 
subjectively construed. Further, we can recognize a paradox 
of meaningfulness, similar to but deeper than the paradox 
of hedonism. Because meaning requires us to be open and 
responsive to values outside ourselves, we cannot be preoc-
cupied with ourselves. If we want to live meaningful lives, we 
cannot try too hard or focus too much on doing so. 

Accepting meaningfulness as an aspect of the good life 
should also lead us to acknowledge a certain indeterminacy 
in the concept of self-interest. At least, one will acknowledge 
this if one thinks, as I do, that meaning is one ingredient of 
a good life, among others (like subjective happiness). Many 
things that would contribute to the meaning of a life are 
difficult, stressful, demanding; they may leave one open to 
danger or vulnerable to pain. Consider, for example, adopt-
ing a child with severe disabilities, or moving to a war-torn 
country to help its victims find safety or food. Is the more 
meaningful life better for oneself than the one that is easier, 
safer, more pleasant? There may be no answer to this ques-
tion. Nor is it obvious that meaning is something it makes 
sense to want to maximize in one’s life, even if it does not 
compete with other self-interested goods. 

If the introduction of meaning into one’s conception of 
self-interest makes the latter concept more indeterminate 
and difficult to apply, it also makes self-interest less signifi-
cant from a practical perspective. Acknowledging the pos-
sibility and desirability of meaning involves accepting the 
idea that there are values independent of oneself that pro-
vide reasons for the activities from which meaning comes. 
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Though it may not be clear whether the woman whose life 
has been made more meaningful by the adoption of a child 
is, all things considered, better off because of it, the woman 
herself may not care about this. The fact that her relation-
ship with the child adds meaning to her life implies that the 
relationship engages and, at least partly, fulfills her. Thus, she 
will have other reasons for being glad to have adopted the 
child—namely, reasons of love.8

Meaning and Morality

The recognition of meaningfulness as a distinct category 
of value has implications not only for the concept of self-
interest, but for our understanding of morality as well. In 
fact, as with the concept of self-interest, there are implica-
tions both for the content of morality and for the role mo-
rality can be expected to play in our thoughts and our lives. 
When thinking about morality, philosophers, if not others, 
tend to assume that what limits there are to morality are set 
by the normative and the motivational pull of self-interest. 
Here perhaps more than anywhere else, a framework that in-
vokes the dichotomy of self-interest and morality tends to be 
assumed. As we have seen, however, this framework distorts. 
Relying on it leads us to misunderstand the value of our in-
terests and the actions they motivate us to perform in terms 
of their contribution to either happiness or moral good, and 
to cast many of our interests in either a more selfish or a 
more virtuous light than they deserve. 

Curiously, it seems that in practice we do recognize a dif-
ference between meaning-enhancing activities and merely 

8 I discuss the relation between meaningfulness and self-interest at greater length 
in “Happiness and Meaning: Two Aspects of the Good Life,” Social Philosophy & 
Policy 14/1 (Winter 1997) 207–225.
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self-interested ones in our moral judgments. We give a wider 
moral berth to people’s engagement with the projects or 
realms from which they get meaning than we do to people’s 
pursuit of happiness, pure and simple. We are less critical 
of a woman (if critical at all) who misses office hours to go 
to a philosophy lecture across town than we would be if she 
were to miss them in order to soak in a hot bath; we are less 
apt to accuse an amateur musician of decadent expenditure 
for buying an expensive cello than we would be if he were to 
spend the same amount on a flat-screen TV. Lying to protect 
a friend or loved one tends to be regarded as morally quite 
different (and less blameworthy) than lying to protect one-
self. In our theoretical discussion of such judgments, how-
ever, the fact that the acts in question do or do not have a 
role in the meaningfulness of the person’s life is frequently 
obscured. Rather, the value to the agent, or to the world, of 
the individual’s action gets exaggerated, or appeal is made to 
the questionable idea of a person’s duties to herself.

Recognizing explicitly that those activities that sustain the 
meaningfulness of our lives have a different kind of moral 
weight than purely self-interested activity is rare in moral 
theory, but it is not especially problematic. From a moral point 
of view, we have at least as much reason to want to encourage 
and increase people’s opportunity to live meaningful lives as 
to live happy ones; we have at least as much reason to recog-
nize the legitimacy of agents’ reasons to pursue the realization 
of values whose source lies outside of the agents themselves 
as we have to recognize the legitimate pursuit of the agents’ 
own well-being. If the content of our moral principles has not 
often been framed explicitly to recognize the special place of 
meaning, there is no obvious reason why it cannot be.

The role of meaning in a person’s life, and the character of 
a person’s attachment to the things that give her life meaning, 
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however, have implications not only for the content of mo-
rality but for its place in our lives, and these implications 
are more difficult to accommodate. Bernard Williams, one 
of the few contemporary philosophers to have noticed the 
distinctive relevance of meaning for morality, has brought 
this problem vividly to light. 

As is well known, Williams criticized both utilitarian and 
Kantian moralists for failing to appreciate the possibility and 
nature of a conflict between morality and meaning. In A Cri-
tique of Utilitarianism, he asks us to consider a man who “is 
identified with his actions as flowing from projects and at-
titudes which in some cases he takes seriously at the deepest 
level, as what his life is about.” “It is absurd to demand of 
such a man,” he continues, “when the sums come in from 
the utility network . . . that he should just step aside from 
his own project and decision and acknowledge the decision 
which utilitarian calculation requires.”9 In a later essay, Wil-
liams goes on to argue that “the Kantian, who can do rather 
better than [the utilitarian], still cannot do well enough. For 
impartial morality, if the conflict really does arise, must be 
required to win; and that cannot necessarily be a reasonable 
demand on the agent. There can come a point,” he writes, “at 
which it is quite unreasonable for a man to give up, in the 
name of the impartial good ordering of the world of moral 
agents, something which is a condition of his having any in-
terest in being around in the world at all.”10

Though most philosophers have wanted to acknowledge 
some truth in Williams’s criticisms, few have accepted his 
conclusions. In response to Williams, many have agreed that 

9 J.J.C. Smart and Bernard Williams, Utilitarianism: For & Against (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1983) 156.

10 Bernard Williams, “Persons, Character and Morality,” in Moral Luck (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981) 14.
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of course morality should take account of the agent’s possible 
sacrifices, weighing them in the balance against the goals and 
interests of others that morality is concerned to address and 
protect. Still, most say, there are limits to what a person is 
morally permitted to do, and if the world conspires to put 
someone in a position where holding on even to a project 
“he takes seriously at the deepest level” would require him to 
cross those limits, morality must stand its ground. After all, 
they will point out, one man’s ground-projects are still one 
man’s, and his interests, however fundamental, must be bal-
anced against the interests and rights of others with which 
their pursuit would interfere. 

This response, though not altogether wrong, seems to me 
to miss the point of Williams’s remarks in a way that sug-
gests a failure, on the part of the moralists, to appreciate the 
difference between self-interest and meaning. One differ-
ence, which Williams himself points out, has to do with the 
special connection meaning has with having a reason to live. 
What gives meaning to our lives gives us reasons to live, even 
when we do not care much, for our own sakes, whether we 
live or die. What gives meaning to our lives gives us reasons 
to live even when the prospects for our own well-being are 
bleak. Indeed, what gives meaning to our lives may give us 
reasons beyond that. As Camus pointed out, if something 
is worth living for, it is also worth dying for.11 The objects, 
people, activities, that give meaning to our lives may serve as 
anchors for our having any interest in the world at all.

Further, we have seen that insofar as our interests and re-
lationships give meaning to our lives, it is because the objects 
of those interests and relationships have an independent 

11 Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1955).
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value that draws us out of ourselves, linking us to a larger 
community or world in a positive way. When we act or want 
to act in the context of these attachments, out of love or pas-
sion for their objects, we do not do so purely or primarily for 
our own sakes (not even, therefore, for the sake of being able 
to live a meaningful life), but at least partly for the sake of 
the person or project or value that is the object of our love. 

If we keep these features in mind, the moralists’ injunction 
that the agent should sacrifice that which gives meaning to 
his life for the sake of morality is liable to take on a hollow 
ring. For first, the suggestion that, hard as it might be, one 
must sacrifice one’s own interests for the sake of the moral 
order, neglects the possibility that the action one is being 
asked to take may not present itself under the description of 
“a sacrifice of one’s own interests.” One’s reasons for want-
ing to take the contrary action are apt rather to be a reflec-
tion of one’s seeing that action or its goal as independently 
worthwhile. Second, it is hard to see how reasons for staying 
within the moral order could override one’s reasons for do-
ing something without which one would lose interest in the 
world, and so presumably in the moral order of the world, 
altogether. 

Ordinarily, people have a number of reasons for wanting 
to be moral: they have sympathy for others; they want to live 
on open and equal terms with them; they want to be able 
to justify their actions to those whom they affect; and, not 
unimportantly, morality tends to align with self-interest. If, 
however, being moral would require a person to do some-
thing that would deprive him of all interest in the world, 
it would undermine all these reasons. It is hard to see why 
nonetheless these reasons should be trumps. 

This is not to say that the content of morality should be 
revised so as to permit people to do anything they need to do 
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in order to maintain an interest, if not in their own lives, at 
least in the world. Williams’s concerns may be best under-
stood as making a point, not about the content of morality 
but about the place it can reasonably be expected to play in 
a person’s life. 

Moralists, including the great majority of moral philoso-
phers, tend to assume that morality should occupy an over-
arching place in one’s practical and evaluative outlooks, that 
it should function unconditionally as a filter through which 
all a decent person’s choices must pass. According to Wil-
liams, however, this assumption is unwarranted. To return 
to the passages I quoted earlier, he thinks that, if it comes 
down to a conflict between morality and meaning, it is “ab-
surd” or, at any rate, “unreasonable” to demand that morality 
must win.12

Williams himself offers no analysis of meaning, and so 
the conclusion he leaves us with—namely, that it is not al-
ways reasonable to expect a man to be moral—has seemed to 
many to be either morally subversive or terribly depressing. If 
I am right, however, about what meaning and our interest in 
meaning are, we can see his conclusions in a different light.

Meaning, I have argued, comes from active engagement in 
projects of worth, which links us to our world in a positive 
way. It allows us to see our lives as having a point and a value 
even when we take an external perspective on ourselves. It is 
not clear, however, that the external standpoint from which 
we ask whether our lives are meaningful need be the same 
external standpoint as the one from which moral judgments 
may be thought to issue. Morality, at least as I understand it, 

12 The situations of Anna Karenina and of (the fictionalized version of ) Gauguin 
that Williams discusses in the essay “Moral Luck” may be understood as examples 
of this sort of conflict. See Moral Luck, fn 10, above.
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is chiefly concerned with integrating into our practical out-
look the fact that we are each one person (or perhaps one 
subject) in a community of others equal in status to our-
selves. It requires us to act and to restrain our actions in ways 
that express respect and concern for others in exchange for 
our right to claim the same respect and concern from them. 
But there is another perspective, possibly even more exter-
nal, in which the demands and interests of morality are not 
absolute. Viewed from the perspective of our place in the 
universe, as opposed to our place in the human or sentient 
community, a person’s obedience or disobedience to moral 
constraints may itself seem to be only one consideration 
among others.

A religious view that allows for the possibility that God’s 
will might diverge from the dictates of human morality is 
perhaps the most obvious example of such a perspective. But, 
as Nietzsche has shown us, belief in a deity is not neces-
sary in order for it to seem plausible that some values are 
independent of and in potential conflict with moral values. 
Furthermore, moral values, or morally valuable projects may 
themselves conflict. The goodness of one such value or proj-
ect and the reasons to pursue it may compete with ends and 
principles that morality itself demands. From a perspective 
that steps back, not just from one’s own interests, but from an 
absolute commitment to morality itself, if a value or project 
with which one’s life is bound up (a value or project, in other 
words, that gives meaning to one’s life) conflicts with a de-
mand of impartial morality, there is, as Williams believes, no 
guarantee that the moral demand will win. This perspective, 
however, is not egocentric, nor are the values and reasons it 
recognizes expressions of selfishness. This has at least two 
implications for the way we look at the relation of meaning 
to morality and at the possibility of conflict between them.
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First, it might make us more ambivalent in our judgment 
of people who face such conflicts than we would other-
wise be. That people should live, and should care about liv-
ing meaningful lives is, quite generally, a good thing, even 
if it means that on occasion such people might reasonably 
be moved to violate moral constraints. When people face a 
conflict between meaning and morality, we have reason to 
be sympathetic, and sometimes even to be grateful if they 
decide not to do what morality requires. 

Second, since meaning has an objective (that is, a nonsub-
jective) component, we do not have to take every individual’s 
claim to face a conflict between meaning and morality at 
face value. An individual cannot get meaning from worthless 
projects, much less from projects of wholly negative value. 
Thus a child-molester cannot get meaning from molesting 
children, whatever he may think or feel about the matter. 
The vague proportionality condition on meaning that I men-
tioned earlier may further limit the kinds of conflict that can 
plausibly be understood to be ones in which obedience to 
moral requirements would jeopardize a person’s ability to 
sustain meaning in his life.

Furthermore, the fact that a project’s contribution to 
meaningfulness in a person’s life comes in part from her ap-
preciation of the project’s independent value may provide 
a basis for reinterpreting the dilemma in a way that might 
allow even the person herself to move beyond the impasse 
the conflict initially appears to present. A woman who gets 
meaning from her relationship with her daughter might 
reasonably find the question of whether to break the law to 
save her daughter’s life a difficult one. But not every con-
flict between morality and the daughter’s welfare should be 
judged to be a difficult choice. Breaking the law to get one’s 
daughter into an elite private school should not be regarded 
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as analogous even if in some sense the woman’s relationship 
with her daughter would be strengthened by the act. The 
independent, nonsubjective value of the relationship, and of 
the daughter’s good, on which the action’s contribution to 
meaning depends, may be compromised by construing them 
in a way that insulates them from morality. The meaning-
fulness of the relationship, if not its strength, might in this 
case be better preserved by respecting morality rather than 
by showing oneself willing to give it up. 

It cannot be expected that all conflicts between morality 
and meaning will be resolvable in this way. The possibility that 
what gives a person’s life meaning will come apart from what 
morality permits will always remain open. This implies that 
morality is no better suited to serve as an absolute standard 
for practical reason than self-interest. Still, meaning and an 
interest in meaning are likely more often than not to comple-
ment and reinforce moral concerns. For meaning involves an 
appreciation of what is valuable independently of one’s own 
interests and attitudes, and an interest in meaning involves an 
interest in realizing and affirming what is valuable in this way. 
Moral concerns are perhaps the most obvious and most typi-
cally engaging of such valuable aims. Though few people are 
likely to get meaning in their lives from the abstract project 
of “being moral”—a passion for morality would be a peculiar 
and puzzling thing—many if not most people get meaning 
from more specific projects and relationships that morality 
should applaud: from being good and doing good in their 
roles as parent, daughter, lover, friend, and from furthering or 
trying to further social and political goals. 

If we pay increased attention and give increased weight to 
people’s interest in getting and sustaining meaning in their 
lives, morality and the importance of obedience to its re-
quirements will necessarily occupy a correspondingly smaller 
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place in our practical and evaluational outlooks. But it is 
arguable that the goals of morality will be as likely or more 
likely to be achieved, and in a way that is more rewarding to 
the people who are achieving them, for they will be doing so 
not out of obedience to duty but out of love.13

The Need for the Idea of Objective Value

These last remarks rely not just on the idea of meaningfulness 
as a category of value in life, but on the particular conception 
of it that I have urged in these lectures—a conception ac-
cording to which meaning arises when subjective attraction 
meets objective attractiveness; that is, a conception according 
to which meaning comes from active engagement in projects 
of worth. This conception of meaning manifestly relies on 
some idea of nonsubjective value, and on the corresponding 
acceptance of the ideas that some projects, relationships, and 
activities are better than others, and that the person whose 
projects and relationships they are may be wrong about their 
value. These ideas are notoriously controversial and, in secular 
academic as well as popular culture, we tend to avoid them. 
The popular Fulfillment View of meaning which I spoke 
about in the previous lecture, according to which meaning 
comes from finding and pursuing one’s passions, whatever 
they are, may be understood as implicitly rejecting the idea of 
objective value, thus conceptualizing meaning in wholly sub-
jective terms. The equally popular view that identifies mean-
ing with involvement with something “larger than oneself ” 
is opposed to this, but by shying away from any reference 
to objective value, it deprives itself of the resources neces-
sary to answer the challenge, What has size got to do with 

13 A related discussion of the relation between meaning and morality is in Susan 
Wolf, “Meaning and Morality,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 97 (1997) 299–315.
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anything?, or to explain why caring for an infant (presum-
ably smaller than oneself !) can be meaningful while being a 
groupie for a rock band might not. 

Perhaps we avoid talk of objective value out of a desire to 
stay clear of controversy, perhaps out of fear of being chauvin-
istic and elitist. Controversy, however, should not be avoided, 
particularly perhaps in academic and public discourse, and, as 
I have argued, a belief in the objectivity of values need not be 
narrow-minded or coercive. One can find the question, What 
has objective value? intelligible and important while remain-
ing properly humble about one’s limited ability to discover 
the answer and properly cautious about the uses to which 
one’s partial and tentative answer may be put. In any event, I 
have argued that unless we accept the idea of objective value, 
the concept of meaningfulness, understood to refer to a type 
of value distinct both from morality and from self-interest, 
will not be fully intelligible. If we cannot understand what 
meaningfulness is, our interest in it will diminish and may 
eventually disappear altogether. 
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Comment
John Koethe

I find Susan Wolf’s account of what makes a 
life meaningful persuasive on the whole, and do not intend 
to criticize it.1 What I want to address are some consequences 
of a particular application of it. Some may find these conse-
quences troubling, though I myself do not.

On Wolf ’s account a life is made meaningful by a sub-
jective commitment to, or a love for, a project or activity of 
objective worth. The subjective component precludes the 
possibility of someone’s life being meaningful for reasons 
of which she is not cognizant (for example, because it hap-
pens to have beneficial effects), which seems implausible. 
And the requirement that the project be objectively valuable 
precludes a life’s being meaningful by virtue of a blind pas-
sion for something ridiculous, such as assembling the world’s 
largest ball of string. There’s an ambiguity as to whether call-
ing a project or activity objectively valuable means that it’s 

1 I am grateful to Carla Bagnoli, Tom Bamberger, William Bristow, John God-
frey, Edward Hinchman, James Longenbach, Charles North, Susan Stewart, Arthur 
Szathmary, and Susan Wolf for discussions and suggestions.
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of a kind we value (artistic activity, for instance), or whether 
it means that the project or activity is successfully com-
pleted or pursued (say, by actually producing works of artistic 
value). I’m inclined to think that Wolf means the latter, for 
she speaks of a scorned artist sustained by the thought that 
her work is good, and elsewhere she offers the example of a 
scientist’s quest for an important discovery the significance 
of which is compromised when someone beats him to it.

Having a meaningful life is something we value. One 
would think then that it ought to be a source of comfort and 
satisfaction, and that it ought to contribute to one’s sense 
of well-being. Wolf distinguishes between happiness and 
meaningfulness, between a happy life and a meaningful one. 
The pursuit of a project of objective value may involve sac-
rifices and disappointments at odds with living a life that is 
happy in any conventional sense. But in that case the thought 
that one’s life is a meaningful one, devoted to the pursuit of 
something objectively worthwhile, would at least seem to of-
fer comfort and consolation.

I imagine that I have been asked to comment on Wolf ’s 
lectures both as a poet and as a philosopher, and so I want 
to consider in particular some possible consequences of her 
idea of a meaningful life that might apply when the projects 
involved are certain kinds of aesthetic ones. In an essay on 
the avant-garde written in the 1960s, the poet John Ashbery 
remarks that religions are beautiful because of the strong pos-
sibility that they’re founded on nothing, which he thinks is 
also true of the kind of art he’s discussing. The comparison 
is apt, though I find the possibility less exhilarating than he 
does. After modernism, acting on aesthetic impulses of a cer-
tain kind involves a “recklessness,” as Ashbery puts it, which 
makes the possibility of failure inherent in or internal to the 
enterprise itself. I’m not entirely sure how to characterize the 
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kinds of aesthetic impulses and commitments I have in mind, 
except to say that they are ambitious ones. Of course, like the 
scientist who’s beaten to the discovery to which he’s devoted 
his life, one can always fail in acting on commitments to proj-
ects of any sort. But in such a case, it is at least clear what 
would count as success in trying to fulfill the commitment, 
which is precisely what is unclear in the case of the kinds of 
aesthetic commitments I am talking about.

Let me try to clarify the point by considering a series 
of examples, starting with Bernard Williams’ discussion of 
Gauguin in his essay on moral luck. Gauguin abandoned his 
family in Denmark to pursue painting in Paris, an act we 
may reluctantly excuse on the grounds that (as Wolf might 
put it) his aesthetic commitments gave him reasons to do 
what he did additional to his moral reasons to support his 
family. But as Williams suggests, our verdict would be dif-
ferent if he had turned out to be an untalented hack gripped 
by a delusion that he was engaged in work of artistic sig-
nificance, something not precluded by the intensity of his 
passion for art. The example shows that the meaningfulness 
of a life depends not just on one’s commitments but also on 
one’s success in acting on them. But this, too, is potentially 
misleading: Gauguin’s achievement is so nearly universally 
recognized that we might suppose success in pursuing aes-
thetic aims to be typically so clear-cut. Let’s consider then 
three other examples, in which the status of the artistic ac-
complishment is increasingly problematic. 

In The Banquet Years Roger Shattuck describes a dinner 
held in Picasso’s studio in 1908 in honor of the painter Henri 
Rousseau, attended by, among others, Apollinaire, Gertrude 
and Leo Stein, Marie Laurencin, and Alice Toklas. Rous-
seau is now regarded as one of modernism’s canonical fig-
ures, though an anomalous one, but at the time his work 
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was dismissed by art journalists as fraudulent, and the ban-
quet has been interpreted “as a lampooning of Rousseau, as 
a magnificent farce organized for everyone’s enjoyment at 
[his] expense.” Moreover, Rousseau’s own assessment of his 
own and others’ work, as when he described himself and Pi-
casso as “the two great painters of this era, you in Egyptian 
style, I in modern style,” seems close enough to delusional to 
make history’s subsequent verdict on his work appear, from 
the vantage point of 1908, far from inevitable. 

Or consider the French poet, novelist, and dramatist Ray-
mond Roussel, whose works describe imaginary tableaux in 
minute and stupefying detail. His first publication was dis-
missed as “more or less unintelligible” and “very boring,” and 
while he remains largely unknown, he’s had a distinguished 
list of champions, including the surrealists, André Gide, Jean 
Cocteau, Marcel Duchamp, Michel Foucault, Alain Robbe-
Grillet, and Ashbery. Yet the achievement to which this list 
testifies falls short of his own assessment of it, for he claimed 
to his psychiatrist Pierre Janet that he was the equal of Dante 
and Shakespeare, and that he had to close the curtains of his 
room when he wrote, lest the intense light emanating from 
his pen endanger the world outside. 

Consider finally the “outsider” artist Henry Darger, a re-
clusive Chicago janitor who gained prominence when an 
epic narrative of over fifteen thousand pages, The Story of the 
Vivian Girls, in What Is Known as the Realms of the Unreal, 
profusely illustrated with hundreds of watercolors and draw-
ings, was discovered after his death in 1973. His work, the 
paintings and drawings in particular, has had considerable 
cultural effect, inspiring, for example, a book-length poem, 
Girls on the Run, by (who else?) Ashbery. And while Darger’s 
work is undeniably powerful, simultaneously innocent and 
sinister, with vibrant coloration and complex compositional 
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qualities, it is also unsettling in ways that have little to do 
with aesthetics: it can be extremely violent, and the girls are 
often depicted with male genitalia, quite possibly because 
Darger didn’t know any better; and it is unclear whether 
what one sees in looking at it is the fulfillment of an aesthetic 
commitment or the manifestation of a disturbing psycho-
logical compulsion. Probably the right thing to say is that it 
is simply indeterminate which it is.

These are extreme examples, and the three artists described 
seem oblivious to the possibility that they might be affected 
by delusions. But they are meant to suggest something that 
is true of more typical cases as well: namely, that it is difficult 
to distinguish, from the vantage point of the artist, between 
the successful achievement of serious aesthetic aims and the 
delusion that one has them and that they’ve been achieved; 
and this difficulty complicates the question of whether one’s 
life is meaningful or wasted. One has to work, as it were, in 
the shadow of an awareness of the latter possibility. One can 
of course always be mistaken in thinking that one has fulfilled 
commitments one has undertaken, whatever their nature. 
What’s distinctive about the kinds of aesthetic aims I’m talk-
ing about is that the possibility of delusion is internal to them, 
and that by their very nature, clear criteria for success in fulfill-
ing them are lacking. Stanley Cavell makes a similar point in 
“Music Discomposed,” when he suggests “that the possibility 
of fraudulence, and the experience of fraudulence, is endemic 
in the experience of contemporary music,” a possibility he 
takes to be inherent in the very nature of the kinds of musical 
compositions he’s discussing. I think Cavell is responding to 
the popular suspicion of the 1940s and 50s as to whether avant-
garde music, painting, and so on were really art at all (“Why, 
my kid could do that if she’d just stop drawing Thanksgiving 
turkeys and stoop to it!”), which in retrospect seems quaint. 
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Of course they’re art. But the question remains whether in any 
given case the art is of significance or importance.

None of this is meant to suggest that aesthetic value isn’t 
objective, or at least as objective as Wolf takes it to be. The 
judgments others make of my work or I make of others’ work 
can be objectively correct, and they need not be subject to the 
inherent possibility of self-deception or delusion I’m talk-
ing about. The possibility I have in mind seems viewpoint-
dependent (as Cavell’s worry about fraudulence doesn’t), one 
that appears from my first-person perspective as an artist, 
and that neither the phenomenological character of my sub-
jective commitments nor the assurances of others suffice to 
dispel—since the former could be the same whether or not 
the work succeeds, and (quite apart from banquet Rousseau-
like worries) a too ready acceptance of my work by others 
could well be a sign that it has failed. Something comparable 
occurs in arguments for philosophical skepticism, where a 
crucial premise is my inability to rule out some outlandish 
hypothesis like, for instance, that I’m a brain in a vat. You 
know perfectly well that I’m not, but the problem is how 
I could know this. Ordinarily, if you know something and 
inform me of it, I can thereby come to know it, too. But this 
doesn’t work in the case of skepticism, and it doesn’t work in 
the artistic case either. I don’t want to press this comparison 
too far though, or treat the possibility of aesthetic delusion 
as merely a special instance of a general skeptical worry, for 
while it is perfectly alright for me to ignore the skeptical 
possibilities as ridiculous (even if I cannot rule them out in 
a principled manner), it is part of the nature of artistic en-
deavor that I cannot dismiss the possibility of delusion or 
self-deception out of hand.

How disturbing is this? Even if it jeopardizes my abil-
ity to derive satisfaction and comfort from a life based on 
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aesthetic commitments, and of appealing to the non-moral 
reasons that flow from them, I do not myself think that it is 
cause for much concern—it is simply a predicament I have 
to live with. (“For us, there is only the trying. The rest is not 
our business.” T. S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton”) But if the reader 
finds it unsettling, there are several possible ways to handle 
the problem within Wolf ’s framework. One is to take the 
criterion of success in fulfilling aesthetic ambitions to be a 
readily recognized competence. A second is to take it to be 
acceptance by a suitably constituted community. And a third 
is to take it to be helping maintain the artistic enterprise 
you are engaged in, whatever the ultimate importance of 
your own work. (“ . . . one who marched along with, ‘made 
common cause,’ yet had neither the gumption nor the desire 
to trick the thing into happening.” Ashbery, “Sortes Vergili-
anae”). I don’t find the first two strategies appealing, and the 
third is hard to spell out, but for reasons of time I will not 
explore them here. I will close instead with an illustrative an-
ecdote. In 1968 I was driving across the country and stopped 
in Iowa City to see Ted Berrigan, who had just begun a 
year of teaching at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop. In those 
days there really was a distinction, as I don’t think there is 
anymore, between academic and nonacademic poetry, and 
it seemed odd to think of Berrigan, the presiding figure of 
the quintessentially nonacademic second generation of New 
York School poets, teaching at what many considered, per-
haps unfairly, a main training ground for academic poetry. 
Naturally I wanted to know what he thought of his students, 
and he said they were fine, except that they all wanted to be 
minor poets, which he took to betray a crippling lack of am-
bition. It is ironic then that that’s what Berrigan, who died 
in 1983, is—a minor poet, something I mean as high praise. 
Major poets are such because of the range and depth of their 
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accomplishment and influence, but to be an enduring minor 
poet—as opposed to just a representative figure of a certain 
period and milieu—is a tremendous achievement. All the 
same, I’m not sure how much satisfaction Berrigan would 
have taken in it.



Comment
Robert M. Adams

People speak often enough of a human life as 
being meaningful or meaningless, having or lacking a mean-
ing, either at a given time or in its history as a whole.  Almost 
always, when we think in those terms, we want to find mean-
ing in our lives; we do not want them to be meaningless. 
Philosophers, at least in the English-speaking world, have 
published relatively little about meaningfulness in life, de-
spite its apparently profound human importance. We have 
found the concept of it a tough nut to crack and pry open.

A most welcome exception to this generalization is Su-
san Wolf ’s account of “meaning in life.” In her view, “mean-
ing arises from loving objects worthy of love and engaging 
with them in a positive way.” That seems to me insightful and 
right-headed. It also seems fruitful, offering a way forward in 
thinking about this difficult topic. 

Wolf conceives of meaningfulness of life as having both a 
subjective and an objective side. It has a subjective side inso-
far as it involves love and positive engagement, and an objec-
tive side insofar as what one loves in a meaningful way must 
be worthy of love, must have value independent of oneself. 
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A further interesting and important structural feature of 
Wolf ’s thinking is her insistence that meaningfulness offers 
a perspective on the evaluation of lives that is distinct from 
those of self-interest and morality. A meaningful life is not 
the same as a happy life or a morally good life. 

I

The questions I want to pursue first have to do mainly with 
the subjective side of Wolf ’s view. In particular, it is not clear 
to me why she should not say that the only requirement, on 
the subjective side, for meaning in life is love, and acting 
coherently for reasons of love. Why add any requirement of 
feelings of fulfillment? 

One sort of fulfillment that could be part of a life’s mean-
ing is the success of one’s major projects, insofar as that is 
the fulfillment of those purposes in which one’s love is ex-
pressed.  It is plausible to think that it could make a dif-
ference to the meaning of your life whether you succeed in 
a major project—for instance, whether you finish your big 
book before you die. Not that the incompleteness or failure 
of your project necessarily deprives the project—let alone 
your whole life—of meaning. We may well believe that “it’s 
better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.”  
Still, it seems reasonable to think that the meaning of one’s 
life might be enhanced by the completion of a big book.  And 
what an intellectual’s life means can surely be affected by 
what actually got written and what actually got published. 

Though success and failure can make a difference to a 
life’s meaning, I believe that a life can derive meaning of the 
greatest value from a project that has failed.  The archetypal 
case of such meaning-laden failure, in our cultural tradition, 
is the projects of Jesus that failed in his crucifixion.  A prob-
ably related case that connects interestingly with our topic is 
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Claus von Stauffenberg’s project of rescuing Germany from 
Nazism, which culminated in his attempt to assassinate Hit-
ler and lead a coup d’état, on July 20, 1944. His project failed 
and cost some hundreds of deaths, including his own. Yet his 
life, especially in its last year or so, seems extremely meaning-
ful to most of those who know about it—and rightly so, in 
my opinion. 

Did Stauffenberg himself, in the end, find his life mean-
ingful because of his project, despite its failure? From what I 
have read about him it seems practically certain that he did. 
But suppose he did not. More precisely, suppose that in the 
moment of failure he was so disappointed and so depressed 
that he thought his life was meaningless. Should we in that 
case conclude that it was in fact meaningless? I think that 
conclusion would be very implausible. 

I raise this question because Wolf contends that if one’s 
involvement with “something larger than oneself ” does not 
bring the “reward” of finding the involvement meaningful, 
then “it is unclear that it contributes to meaning in one’s life 
at all.” If this means that one’s life is not meaningful unless 
one sees it as meaningful when one looks back upon it, then 
I would disagree. Of course, the view backwards is not the 
only view by which one might assess the meaningfulness of 
one’s life. If I love in such a way that purposes springing from 
my love make sense to me, and I act on those purposes and 
they seem to me worth acting on, then to that extent I think 
I may find my life meaningful in living it, regardless of how 
it may look in retrospect. I am inclined to agree that love 
does not confer meaning on one’s life unless it gives rise to 
purposes that make sense to one in that way. And I take it 
that this is part of what Wolf has in mind.

I’m not persuaded, however, that consciousness of mean-
ing, or valuing one’s life, either retrospectively or while acting, 
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need involve feeling good. Not much is known about how 
Stauffenberg felt when he was finally compelled to recognize, 
late in the evening of July 20th, that his conspiracy to over-
throw Nazism had failed. Someone he spoke to then thought 
he looked “indescribably sad.”1 Great sadness would certainly 
have been appropriate to the context. It does not follow that 
it would not also have been appropriate for him to see his 
life, and his efforts to rescue his country from Nazism, as 
meaningful. 

Attitudes and feelings can be complex. It would be pos-
sible for Stauffenberg, in the hour of recognizing the failure 
of his project, to feel awful about the fate he foresaw for 
Germany, and at the same time to find some consolation 
in the thought, “At least I don’t have to despise myself. I’ve 
done what I could.” But consolation is different from fulfill-
ment, and it need not involve feeling good on the whole. 
This is terribly important. For one of the great things about 
positive meaning in life is that one can have it even when 
one’s hopes and projects are not fulfilled and one does not 
feel good. 

I grant that some of one’s feelings can affect, or enter into, 
the meaning of one’s life. In a meaning-constituting love, 
what one feels pleased about, and what one feels sad about, 
should cohere with one’s commitments. The meaning of the 
feelings in those cases rides on their intentionality; it’s a mat-
ter of what one feels good or bad about. But feeling good or 
feeling bad does not necessarily have any intentional content. 
One can feel “up” or feel depressed without those feelings 
being clearly about anything. And it seems very doubtful that 

1 Peter Hoffman, Stauffenberg: A Family History, 1905–1944 (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1995) 276, summarizing the report of Delia Ziegler, a secretary who 
worked in the same office as Stauffenberg.
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feelings, good or bad, without intentional content enter into 
the meaning or meaninglessness of one’s life.

II

This is a point at which it seems to me that there is an im-
portant analogy between meaning in life and other sorts of 
meaning, such as the meanings of words, the meanings of 
texts, what we mean to say, and what we mean to do. Wolf 
does not raise these questions, and it could be that she is wise 
not to raise them. Words can have different meanings that 
do not illuminate each other in any very interesting way, and 
this could be true of the word “meaning” itself. Wolf ’s ac-
count provides an illuminating explication of a way in which 
people surely do speak of lives having “meaning,” whether 
or not there is an enlightening analogy between it and other 
meanings of “meaning.” In fact, however, I believe there are 
similarities worth noticing. 

One has to do with intentionality. What you mean is what 
you intend. To say you mean to do something is to say you 
intend to do it. To say that in saying, “He’s very cool” in a 
certain context you meant that the person in question is at-
tractively stylish, is to say that you intended to express that 
sort of approval. In a more general semantic view, what our 
language means depends on how it is related to what it is 
about. We speak of such cognitive content, perhaps meta-
phorically, as a matter of intentionality, of what the language 
stretches out to grasp, which we call its “intentional object.” 

It is worth trying on the hypothesis that meaning in life, on 
its subjective side, is a matter of intentionality. This hypoth-
esis fits Wolf ’s view at important points. Love is certainly 
an intentional attitude. Similarly, Wolf speaks of fulfillment 
having “a cognitive component,” which even the “deep and 
intense pleasure” of “eating a perfectly ripe peach” does not 
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have. What I take it she thinks the pleasure of eating lacks, 
is the intentional content it would have if it were in part a 
regarding of something as objectively good.

A second point at which there may be an analogy between 
the meaning of a life and the meaning of a linguistic utterance 
concerns communication. Both about someone’s verbal state-
ment and about someone’s life, one can ask what it means to 
other people. What a life means to the person who lives it, in 
her understanding of it, belongs presumably to the subjective 
side of our topic. What her life means or communicates to 
other people should be seen perhaps as belonging to a third 
side of the topic, intersubjective rather than purely objective. 
This can be a very important aspect of a life’s meaning. Claus 
von Stauffenberg provides an example here too. He and his 
co-conspirators seem to have been motivated in large part by 
the meaning they hoped their deeds would have for others, 
believing that even if it couldn’t succeed in its own terms, 
the plot against Hitler should be attempted for the honor of 
Germany, to show the world that some Germans stood up 
against Hitler’s crimes.2

A third analogy has to do with rational or intelligible struc-
ture. The meaning of a linguistic utterance or text depends 
heavily on various aspects of its structure. There is no sharp 
line between rational or structural incoherence and mean-
inglessness. Something similar appears to be true about 
meaning in one’s life, which seems to be undermined if one’s 
major purposes do not cohere with each other, or do not 
remain stable over at least a significant period of time, or 
are not expressed in one’s actions. I think this will be pretty 
widely agreed. 

2 Stauffenberg, 238. 243. 
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Less easily granted, perhaps, but worth taking seriously, in 
my opinion, is the idea that those things that happen to peo-
ple through no choice of their own can enter in a structural 
way into the meaning or meaninglessness of their lives. To 
take an example again from the Second World War: Hein-
rich Böll’s And Where Were You, Adam?3 about the last stages 
of the war on the eastern front, may be seen as portraying 
the lives and deaths of retreating German soldiers as mean-
ingless. In speaking of meaninglessness here I am I think 
responding mainly to the story’s description of arbitrariness 
and a lack of coherent purpose in the commands and ac-
tions to which those soldiers were subjected by the collaps-
ing German war machine. I find it a plausible representation 
of an all too possible sort of meaninglessness in life, in which 
the ordinary soldiers were certainly complicit, but of which 
most of them were definitely not the primary authors. No 
doubt such meaninglessness in an individual’s life depends 
also on not having coherent purposes of one’s own to act on. 
But it can be very difficult, and for many impossible, to orga-
nize one’s own life around coherent purposes if one’s social 
context lacks coherent meaning. If our lives have meaning, 
we do not create it all by ourselves. 

III

I want finally to say something about the objective side of 
Wolf ’s account.  I will leave aside questions, which could be 
raised, about whether a life (Hitler’s, for example) could be 
meaningful but with a meaning that is objectively bad rather 
than good. I want to focus on Wolf ’s claim that the objective 
perspective that is crucial for the meaning of a life is distinct 

3 Translated by Leila Vennewitz (London: Secker and Warburg, 1974).
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from that of impartial morality, though not unrelated to it. I 
want to underline both a difficulty we may feel in accepting 
this claim, and the very important appeal I think we should 
nonetheless find in it.

Stauffenberg is again a case in point. I certainly believe 
(and imagine Wolf would agree) that his actions against Na-
zism could be justified from a perspective of impartial mo-
rality. The difference to which Wolf calls attention begins 
to bite when we ask whether his actions were actually done 
with the intention of satisfying principles and concerns that 
are impartially other-regarding. It bites even deeper when we 
ask whether those actions were driven by impartially other-
regarding motives. What was Stauffenberg’s central motive, 
the love at the heart of his project? Most of what I have read 
about him suggests that it was patriotism, his love for Ger-
many, rather than an impartial love for humanity in general.

Not that his patriotism was amoral. Fundamental in his 
motivation was his loathing of Nazi crimes;4 but he viewed 
the moral wrongness of those crimes through the lens of 
patriotism. He saw them as a disgrace to Germany, which 
demanded a German response. Moreover, he wished to ex-
tricate Germany not only from crimes against humanity but 
also from the Nazis’ war, which he, like most of the German 
military leadership, saw as heading toward a catastrophic na-
tional defeat. These are not impartially other-regarding mo-
tives. But it does not follow that what is loved in them is not 
an objective good of the sort that is at the center of Wolf ’s 
account of the objective side of meaning in life. 

Patriotism is a morally dangerous love, which has inspired 
enormous wrongs and follies. Can love of country really 

4 Including persecution of the Jews, and crimes against Poles and other Eastern 
Europeans. See, for example, Stauffenberg, xiv–xv, 226, 283.
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have an object good enough to satisfy Wolf ’s criterion on 
the objective side? In part it surely can, for patriotism typi-
cally springs in large part from caring about one’s family and 
friends and the other people among whom one has lived, and 
about the goods of the culture in which one has been edu-
cated. There is much of objective, positive value in that. And 
when we consider also the ethical dimension of Stauffen-
berg’s patriotism manifest in his shame about Nazi crimes, 
it is hard to deny that his patriotism had positive value of a 
kind that can sustain objective meaning in life.

We may still feel some moral unease about Stauffenberg’s 
patriotism. It inspired not only his conspiracy against Hit-
ler, but also his service in military aggressions launched by 
the Nazi government. If we went into the details of what he 
wanted for his country, I suspect that most of us would be at 
best ambivalent about some of his goals. (Probably, of course, 
we should also be at best ambivalent about some things in 
our own lives.) Stauffenberg himself was hardly without 
ambivalence toward his moral record. His conception of a 
military officer’s responsibility did not allow him to acquit 
himself of the guilt of crimes committed by German officials 
acting supposedly for Germany. It appears that he and other 
conspirators were motivated in part by a feeling of guilt “that 
they had been too slow to oppose the evil.”5

The place of guilt in this story points to an important dif-
ference between meaning in life and virtue. I take judgments 
of virtue (or vice) to be assessments of a person’s character at 
a given time. Virtue and vice as such do not have a narrative 
structure, though narratives may reveal virtue or vice. But 
judgments of meaning in life are assessments of something 
that does have a narrative structure. And a life-narrative that 

5 Stauffenberg, xiv.
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has very positive meaning as a whole can include things that 
are negatively valued. For instance, it can include guilt, as 
part of a narrative structure of guilt and expiation.

Stauffenberg’s patriotism was at any rate not a form of im-
partial moral virtue. But that should not distract us from the 
decisive point in assessing the meaning of his life objectively, 
which is (in my opinion) his extraordinary response to the 
objective values that were salient in his situation in the last 
months of his life. In an appalling context that demoralized 
to some extent most who worked within it, Stauffenberg 
could see a path that held at least a slight hope of leading to a 
better future for his country—a future better in moral as well 
as other respects than the future toward which it was head-
ing. And his patriotism inspired him to follow that path, not 
only with courage, but with an energy, tenacity, and resource-
fulness more or less unique among the rather many German 
officers who recognized at least implicitly what needed to be 
done. I find that awesomely meaningful. And shame on me 
if I fancy myself in a position to look down on Stauffenberg! 
In such a context it seems particularly important to be able 
to recognize, as Wolf urges, a very important kind of posi-
tive meaningfulness in a life that responds to objective goods 
with motives of love that are not impartially moral motives.



Comment
Nomy Arpaly

I would like to applaud Susan Wolf for stand-
ing in front of an interdisciplinary crowd and declaring: I am 
conducting research with no practical implications that I know of, 
and I am proud. Philosophy, even the philosophy of human 
values—and for that matter the search after knowledge and 
understanding in general—needs practical justification like a 
fish needs a bicycle. In fact, of the various things that tell us 
apart from other apes, the ability and inclination to pursue 
nonpractical interests is one of the truly priceless.

Which leads us to another thing for which I would like to 
thank Wolf. I would like to thank her for simply reminding us 
that our motives are not restricted to the usual twin suspects—
self interest and moral duty, and that situations in which we act 
from neither are not rare. There are other things that people 
care about for their own sake, ranging from Truth and Beauty 
to the New England Patriots. One might think that this point 
is a simple one, but that would be to overlook the significant 
fact that so many of us still write as if this simple point had 
never occurred to us—perhaps taking a cue from Kant and his 
drama of duty and inclination. The oversight is particularly 
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amazing to me because while acting for non-moral, unselfish 
reasons is common to all humans, we philosophers are among 
those most often subjected to the question, “Why on earth do 
you do this?” Even among ourselves we do not escape such in-
quiries. In a forgetful moment, with a lamentable lack of em-
pathy, a philosopher who writes about the paradoxes of time 
travel will dare to wonder aloud why her colleague is interested 
in so obscure a topic as demonstratives. The “why” question 
posed to us (as well as to oologists, for example) by more con-
ventional segments of the workforce is a constant reminder of 
“the things we do for love.” “We” here means “everyone,” and 
the locution is borrowed from the characters of A Chorus Line, 
who themselves are pondering their motives for pursuing the 
lives of poor actors. 

What I would like to question is the necessary role Wolf 
claims objective worth has in providing meaning in life. Sup-
pose one takes a fulfillment view along the following lines: 
one has a meaningful life if the ten things she cares most 
about and the things she does all the time are related in a 
certain good way, whereas one is up for a midlife crisis if 
the ten things she cares about most and the things she does 
all the time have nothing to do with each other. To that, 
Wolf adds a constraint: those ten things (or however many 
there are) should have a modicum of objective worth. She 
appeals to our intuitions with her goldfish case: if what I care 
about most is my goldfish, and what gives me fulfillment is 
simply caring for my goldfish, then regardless of that fulfill-
ment I still lead a meaningless life. Devotion to something 
that is not worthwhile cannot give meaning to my life. I do 
not wish to attack this claim but merely to point out ways 
in which the fulfillment theorist might be able to account 
for “goldfish” cases, and to explain why we look with pity 
at the goldfish monomaniac’s life without either dismissing 
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our pity or appealing to some objective value that is missing 
from the theorist’s picture. 

I will make the following claim about the normal adult 
human who receives full satisfaction in her life from keeping 
a goldfish: she does not exist. There is no such person. No 
doubt there exists at least one person who claims, believes, 
and even feels that her goldfish and only her goldfish makes 
her life meaningful. After all, the goldfish case is not so far 
removed from the cases of many actual people who credit all 
the meaning in their lives to some delightful dog or elegant 
cat, at times making assertions about the importance of the 
furry creature in making their lives meaningful that would 
sound exaggerated even if they were talking about, say, adult 
offspring. If you don’t believe me, visit www.marryyourpet.
com, where you and your pet are invited to tie the knot if you, 
like many other humans, realize that your relationship with 
your pet gives you much more than any human partner can. 
The decor of the page is hearts and flowers, and the testimo-
nials from happy couples are full of passion: they might once 
have had trouble finding fulfillment in their lives, but that 
was before they found their dog . . . . 

But if we were to meet Wolf ’s Goldfish Nut and her real 
life counterparts we would not believe their testimonials, even 
if we were otherwise quite inclined to believe what people 
say about themselves. Why is this? The first answer that 
leaps off the Web page is: because they are deluded. Never 
mind absolute values: they are deluded about facts. That is, 
they say things like, “Hey look, my goldfish knows when I 
am talking about him,” or “Nobody understands me except 
my cat.” These claims contradict what we know about the 
brains of cats and fish. The delusion can go further: people 
who marry their pets, for example, must think of them as 
capable of meaningfully saying “yes” to a marriage proposal 
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and of respecting a human ceremony. This is, again, a rather 
straightforward misrepresentation of dogs and cats—and an 
even greater misrepresentation of goldfish. Even if the Gold-
fish Nut makes no such openly deluded statement, we suspect 
a misrepresentation somewhere. Why? Because the Goldfish 
Nut’s life appears to be one in which some basic human needs 
are not being met, where things that we know are necessary 
for fulfillment are absent. For example, how likely is it that 
any human other than a severely autistic one could be fulfilled 
absent intimate relationships with other humans—whether 
of friendship, romantic love, sexual attraction, parenthood, 
identification with a group, or small everyday intimacies, such 
as those of play? Consider too that much of Goldfish Nut’s 
brain remains unused. She does not experience the satisfac-
tion of learning or even of gradually becoming better at a task, 
or the satisfaction of doing something that is appreciated by 
other humans or that merits taking pride in her skill. Basic 
emotional needs, even very general and disjunctive ones, re-
main unsatisfied for her. If she still says that she is fulfilled, we 
wonder, is she perhaps severely depressed, no longer remem-
bering what fulfillment feels like? Did she get too burnt when 
her last project or relationship failed, so that she wants to be-
lieve, self-deceptively, that she can do well without attempt-
ing anything in the least challenging?  Does staring at her 
goldfish constitute some kind of Buddhist experiment or art 
project that she won’t tell us about? The alternative—to sim-
ply accept her claim that she is fulfilled and satisfied—means 
seeing her as so immensely removed from our experience of 
healthy adult humans that we might need a global revision of 
what we believe about our species. 

We could, of course, try and imagine a case in which a 
life based on caring for a goldfish would not have these grim 
implications. Take a retarded child, living in an institution, 
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who suddenly develops a fascination with goldfish after see-
ing them on TV. With help, and with immense effort on his 
own part, he manages to learn how to keep his own goldfish, 
and this achievement puts a spring in his step. The staff, com-
paring him to his peers who do nothing but doze in front of 
the TV, might wish that the others might find such meaning-
ful projects for themselves. They might find the child’s inter-
est in the fish heartwarming, and they would not be wrong. 
Goldfish care can give a retarded child fulfillment, because 
it gives him what it cannot give an adult. In caring for the 
fish, the child, unlike the adult, may well be working at the 
edge of his abilities, giving himself challenges and reasons to 
feel pride. The arrival of the fish in his life probably results 
in more interactions with other humans rather than fewer 
(children and others come to see the pretty fish, rapport is 
achieved with the adults who help) and more expressions of 
social approval come his way. Knowing how to do something 
on his own gives him a sense of self-efficacy. In short, being 
in charge of a beloved goldfish or two can give the retarded 
child a measure of fulfillment that would require much big-
ger projects in a normal adult—but for the same reasons and 
via the same mechanisms. Thus, in the case of the child it is 
not strange to say that goldfish keeping gives his life mean-
ing. Both the implausibility of the meaningful adult goldfish-
based life and the plausibility of a retarded child’s meaningful 
(fairly) goldfish-based life can both be explained without ap-
pealing to any objective value (or disvalue) that fish-raising 
might have, but simply by citing intuitions and the occasional 
empirical study on what makes humans fulfilled. 

Let us move to a second point. Wolf presents “meaning” 
as a value and a motive—a third party to the usual suspects, 
duty and self-interest. As examples of people who act from 
considerations of meaning, she suggests people who act from 



90  nomy arpaly

parental love, from aesthetic ideals (the perfect pastry), and 
from love of any number of possible people and objects. Here 
she is surely mistaken. Those who act, say, for the love of art, 
do not act for the sake of a meaningful life but rather for the 
sake of art. Their reason for action is not “doing so will make 
my life more meaningful,” but rather “doing so will help art.” 
If I love the Basque language, I believe that the Basque lan-
guage is valuable for its own sake, whether or not it contrib-
utes meaning to the life of the individual that is me (whether 
or not, in fact, I exist). Bernard Williams convinced many of 
us that if you are faced with a situation in which you can help 
either your wife or a stranger, and you think, “I am going 
to help my wife because she is my wife and in such condi-
tions it is morally permissible to prefer your wife,” then you 
have thought one thought too many. But imagine a person 
who thinks, “I am going to help my wife because she is my 
wife and love for my wife is among the things that make my 
life meaningful.” That, too, is one thought too many. It may 
not be egotistical, but it is inappropriately agent-centered. 
So read properly, Wolf ’s position does not introduce a “third 
party” value—that of meaning in life—but rather asserts the 
legitimacy of many, many values that people might hold: 
each wife or husband truly loved presents their spouse with 
a value consideration independent of any other, including 
“meaning.” I see no problem here for Wolf, except that if she 
wishes to make claims specifically about meaningfulness as 
a value, she needs to keep clear the distinction and relation 
between that and one’s wife as a value or one’s art as a value.

But does she want to? I would like to end with a question—
maybe a few questions. In her previous writing, Wolf has 
stated that it is wrong to expect a neat hierarchy of values 
with morality on top. I understood her to be saying that the 
same would be true of a hierarchy of values with prudence 



comment   91

on top, or truth, or beauty, or even a “healthy balance” or 
eudaimonia. There is no top. From the point of view of mo-
rality, one must always be moral, from the point of view of 
prudence one must always do the prudent thing, and much 
the same is true of any value. When deciding between two 
values, we are “on our own”—that is, there exists no argu-
ment that can, independently of the point of view embodied 
by each value, tell us which of the choices would be right 
for us. It appears that Wolf has changed her mind over the 
years, though she still opposes the idea of a hierarchy and 
a “top,” and still takes it that in some cases we are on our 
own when choosing between values. She can now say, for 
example, that pursuing your love of art is a great idea unless 
it entails extreme immorality. It is as if there may be a top, 
but instead of commanding our every deliberative move it 
is restricted to issuing such commandments as, “Let’s not 
get carried away!” I would like to ask Wolf how she sees the 
relationships between the plethora of values that she is talk-
ing about. Is there a top? If there is not, where do “within 
reason”-type statements come from? How much can we say 
about relationships between values? Should the notion of 
particularism come to mind? Or perhaps the idea of incom-
parable or incommensurable choices? What does it take for 
there to be—even sometimes—a truth as to which love I 
should follow when my loves conflict, a truth that is both 
independent of my own concerns and strongest inclinations? 
Could it be that morality does have some kind of privileged 
status among values, after all? It may be that I am posing too 
many questions here, that what I really want is not so much 
immediate and specific answers as a sequel. Not that I un-
derstand why anyone would want to do metaethics, anyway!



Comment
Jonathan Haidt

Finding Meaning in Vital Engagement  
and Good Hives

At the age of fifteen I began calling myself an 
atheist. It was bad timing because the next year, in English 
class, I read Waiting for Godot and plunged into a philo-
sophical depression. This was not a clinical depression with 
thoughts of personal worthlessness and a yearning for death. 
It was, rather, the kind of funk that Woody Allen’s characters 
so often exhibited in his early movies. For example, in Annie 
Hall, a flashback shows us a nine-year-old Allen-esque boy 
being asked by a doctor why he is depressed. The boy’s re-
sponse is that he has recently learned that the universe will 
expand forever and someday break apart. He sees no further 
point in doing homework, despite his mother’s protestations 
that Brooklyn is not expanding. 

After reading Godot, I felt the same way. If there was no 
God then my life, and all life, suddenly seemed to be as 
pointless as the lives of Vladimir and Estragon. Here, for ex-
ample, is the quote I chose later that year to place under my 
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picture in my high school yearbook: “Whosoever shall not fall 
by the sword or by famine, shall fall by pestilence, so why bother 
shaving?” The quote is from Woody Allen.1

The next year I went to college. I was committed to fig-
uring out the meaning of life, and I thought that studying 
philosophy would help. I was disappointed. Philosophy ad-
dressed many fundamental questions of being and knowing, 
but the question “What is the meaning of life?” never came 
up. I assumed it was a badly formed question, and I moved 
on. I went to graduate school in psychology. If only I had 
been able to read Susan Wolf back then! She clarifies the 
question so elegantly, and she points to the means by which 
each of us can answer it for ourselves: go find something to 
love, something worthy of love, that you can link to and en-
gage with in the right sort of way. 

It took me a while to do that, but I eventually did, as so 
many of us have, both by committing to people and by com-
mitting to my work. My remaining comments flow from that 
work, which ended up bringing me, by a roundabout route, 
back to the question of the meaning of life. A few years ago I 
wrote a book that reviewed ten of the greatest psychological 
ideas of all time, from the vantage point of modern science.2 
The last chapter was on happiness and the meaning of life. In 
writing that chapter I came across two extraordinarily power
ful ideas. The first idea is vital engagement, the second one is 
hive psychology. I will suggest that these two concepts, taken 
together, can help solve the problem of objective meaning 
that Wolf raised in these lectures. 

1 Woody Allen, Without Feathers (New York: Random House, 1975).
2 Jonathan Haidt, The Happiness Hypothesis: Finding Modern Truth in Ancient 

Wisdom (New York: Basic Books, 2006).
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Vital Engagement

Some people live extraordinarily generative lives. They de-
sign, write, build, nurture, cure, discover, or invent. They con-
tribute to the knowledge or well-being of humanity to such 
a degree that others are motivated to give them awards or to 
write books about them. Most of these people are happy, and 
nearly all are passionately engaged in their work. Many of us 
want to know, how did they get that way? And how can I get 
some of that? 

The psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi interviewed 
over a hundred such eminent people to find out. He and his 
students have given us a picture of a way of living that they call 
“vital engagement,” which they define as “a relationship to the 
world that is characterized both by experiences of flow (en-
joyed absorption) and by meaning (subjective significance).”3 
Flow is the psychological state that results when you are com-
pletely immersed in an activity that is challenging, yet closely 
matched to your abilities. You can achieve it while painting, 
dancing, writing, driving on a winding road, or playing video 
games. Flow is not meaning, but it is a kind of deep interest. 
Extraordinarily productive people usually began their careers 
with deep interest—they were drawn to an activity, and often 
found at least brief moments of flow in that activity. But then, 
gradually, over many years, vital engagement emerged as the 
person wove an ever more encompassing web of knowledge, 
action, identity, and relationships. 

Here is an example. When I first taught a class on posi-
tive psychology I was trying to explain the concept of vital 

3 Jeanne Nakamura and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, “The Construction of Mean-
ing through Vital Engagement,” in Flourishing: Positive Psychology and the Life Well-
Lived, eds. C.L.M. Keyes and J. Haidt (Washington D.C.: American Psychological 
Association, 2003) 83–104; the quote is on p. 87.
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engagement, and the class wasn’t getting it. I suspected that we 
had an example in our midst, a shy woman who had said little 
so far, but who had revealed that she was passionate about 
horses. I asked her to tell us how she got involved in riding. 
She spoke of her childhood love of animals, and of how she 
had begged her parents to let her take riding lessons. She rode 
for fun at first, but soon began entering competitions. Riding 
became ever more important to her, and she chose to attend 
the University of Virginia because of its excellent riding team. 

After telling us these basic facts, she stopped talking, un-
sure of how much I wanted her to say. I wanted more, be-
cause vital engagement is not just doing and loving. I wanted 
to know if she had been gradually engulfed in a web of 
horse-related meanings. I asked her if she could name spe-
cific horses from previous centuries. She said yes, she had 
begun to study the history of horses as soon as she began 
to ride. I asked her if she had made friends through riding, 
and she told us that most of her close friends were “horse 
friends.” This woman was a perfect exemplar of vital engage-
ment. She had a relationship to riding that had begun with 
simple interest and had expanded over many years to tie her 
into an activity, a tradition, and a community. This woman 
had found more than happiness; she had found meaning.

I tell this story because I want to agree with Wolf ’s em-
phasis on the quality of connection. My favorite statement 
of her Fitting Fulfillment theory is this one: “Meaning . . . 
comes from active engagement in projects of worth, which links 
us to our world in a positive way.” By speaking about “active 
engagement” and about linking to the world in a positive 
way, I think she is advocating something close to the notion 
of vital engagement. But in her claim that the project must 
be “of worth” she has committed herself to a search for ob-
jective value. In fact, she ends her essay with the claim that 
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without a concept of objective value, the concept of mean-
ingfulness (as a type of value distinct from both morality and 
self-interest) will not be fully intelligible.

This creates a difficulty. Wolf bets everything on the ex-
istence, or at least intelligibility, of objective value. I would 
bet against her. I do not think there can be such a thing as 
objective value in the form that she and many other philoso-
phers hope to find. Wolf herself is aware of the challenges. 
She asserts that a meaning-giving project must provide value 
to someone other than the self, but she recognizes that “in-
dependent value” is not enough. If two people find meaning 
by providing value to each other, how is this any better than 
two people earning a living by taking in each others’ laundry? 
She also raises the danger of elitism, the problem of “who 
is to say” from an external perspective that an activity is a 
worthwhile or fitting one. I think that this problem, too, is 
insoluble. Note the kinds of activities Wolf thinks are likely to 
be objectively worthwhile: being engaged with political and 
social causes, creating art, preserving natural beauty, develop-
ing one’s potential. She admits that these presuppose bour-
geois American values, but I think they are even narrower; 
they presuppose politically liberal bourgeois American values. 

But does Wolf really need a theory of objective value? I suspect 
that she fears that if there is no such thing as objective value, 
then meaning-relativism will prevail, and lawn mower rac-
ing, flagpole sitting, and rock rolling will have just as strong 
a claim to being meaningful as writing a symphony or right-
ing an injustice. Here is where vital engagement comes to 
the rescue. Lawn mower racing and flagpole sitting do not lend 
themselves to vital engagement. People do such things for fun, 
and to get into record books. They might even find friend-
ship along the way. But how many of them found flow in 
these activities as adolescents, devoured all the books they 
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could find on the history of lawn mowers and flagpoles, lov-
ingly assembled collections of lawn mowers and flagpoles, 
and chose colleges and jobs so as to ensure that they would 
always be able to race mowers or sit on poles in the company 
of other mower racers and pole sitters? 

What is more, if Professor Wolf sticks to her quest for 
objective value, I fear she must tell my former student that 
her love of horses is in danger of being declared meaning-
less, if someone ever does come up with an adequate theory 
of objective value. After all, all of her horsing around does 
nothing for anyone else, and it does not make the world a 
better place. My student may feel vitally engaged, but the joy 
she gets from riding horses around in circles might just make 
of her another Sisyphus fulfilled.

Hive Psychology

The second psychological idea that I think might help Wolf 
develop her argument is hive psychology.4 We in the social 
sciences have been plagued by a sixty-year-long attack of 
methodological individualism. Most of us are firmly com-
mitted to a Newtonian approach that aims at producing the 
simplest possible model and then builds complexity into that 
model only when it is absolutely necessary. We think about 
society as a set of billiard balls bouncing around, each with 
its own magnetic attractions and repulsions. I think philoso-
phy is just as deeply infected, and I see billiard balls bouncing 
around in some parts of Wolf ’s essay. Note this passage: 

I am drawn by the particular values of my friend, of philoso-
phy, of a great chocolate cake. These are “objects” whose value 

4 For a review, see Jonathan Haidt, J. Patrick Seder, and Selin Kesebir, “Hive 
Psychology, Happiness, and Public Policy,” Journal of Legal Studies (in press).
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has a source outside myself. They would be good, or interest-
ing, or worthwhile whether I liked or cared about or even no-
ticed them or not. But they are values I respond to, for which I 
have an affinity. . . . (emphasis added)

But what would happen if we thought that the fundamental 
unit of society was not the individual but the group? What 
would happen if we looked at the long history of human-
ity on this planet and recognized our modern, independent 
sense of self as an historical and geographical anomaly? 
Cultural psychologists tell us that the independent, thick-
walled self is the norm in Europe and in North America, but 
not elsewhere.5 Historians tell us that Europeans developed 
this new, more differentiated, more independent self in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—a self that was more 
self-conscious, more prone to depression, and more likely to 
worry about finding the meaning of life.6

Why is it often painful to live in our modern, independent 
selves? I think the answer can be found in our origins. Many 
animals are social, but only a few are ultrasocial,7 by which I 
mean that they live in groups of thousands, with extensive 
division of labor and a willingness to sacrifice and even die 
for the group. The best-known ultrasocial animals are bees, 
ants, termites, and naked mole rats. All of these creatures 
accomplish the trick of ultrasociality by being siblings who 
can only reproduce through a queen, or a single royal couple. 
It’s one for all, all for one, and in a very real sense the hive is 

5 Hazel R. Markus and Shinobu Kitayama, “Culture and the Self: Implications 
for Cognition, Emotion, and Motivation,” Psychological Review 98 (1991) 224–53.

6 See review in Barbara Ehrenreich, Dancing in the Streets: A History of Collective 
Joy (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2006).

7 Peter J. Richardson and Robert Boyd, “The Evolution of Human Ultra-Sociality,” 
in Indoctrinability, Ideology, and Warfare: Evolutionary Perspectives, eds. I. Eibl-
Eibesfeldt and F. K. Salter (New York: Berghahn, 1998) 71–95.
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a superorganism. Bees are best understood as cells or organs 
within a larger body. The queen is not the brain of the hive, 
she is only its ovary. 

Chimpanzees, by contrast, are social but not ultrasocial. 
They live in groups of a few dozen at most. They do not 
sacrifice their lives for others. They rarely even share food. 
Somehow our ancestors went from the moderate sociability 
of chimps to the ultrasociality we enjoy today. We humans 
live in groups much larger than can be explained through 
kinship; we divide labor, form teams and tribes, rally round 
the flag when attacked, do the wave at football games, dance 
the Macarena at weddings, and in a hundred other ways 
show that we were shaped by evolution to be selective ultra-
socialists. We want, need, and love groups. We have special 
emotions that we feel only in groups. And we have special 
practices that bind groups together into a kind of hive. Bar-
bara Ehrenreich recently made this case in her book Dancing 
in the Streets: A History of Collective Joy. She describes how 
collective, ecstatic dance used to be nearly a cultural univer-
sal, which functioned to soften hierarchy and bind groups 
together with love. But Europeans have long been ambiva-
lent toward Dionysian tendencies, and Western psychology 
has ignored this side of our nature entirely. Ehrenreich writes 
that “if homosexual attraction is the love that ‘dares not speak 
its name,’ the love that binds people to the collective has no 
name at all to speak.”8

Ehrenreich builds on an older book by the historian Wil-
liam McNeill, who first encountered the joy of synchronous 
movement during basic training for the army. After weeks of 
seemingly pointless drilling, his squadron finally got the syn-
chrony right, and McNeill had a kind of mystical experience: 

8 Ehrenreich 14.
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Words are inadequate to describe the emotion aroused by the 
prolonged movement in unison that drilling involved. A sense 
of pervasive well-being is what I recall; more specifically, a 
strange sense of personal enlargement; a sort of swelling out, 
becoming bigger than life, thanks to participation in collec-
tive ritual.9

McNeill argues that societies have always used synchronized 
motor movements, in dance, marching, bowing, and chanting, 
to create a social superorganism in which one loses oneself 
and finds joy and strength in becoming a cell in a larger body. 

I raise these issues of ultrasociality and hive psychology 
because Wolf considers the popular advice to find meaning 
by getting involved with “something larger than oneself.” 
She asks what size has to do with anything, and she con-
cludes that the crucial thing is to get involved with some-
thing outside yourself. 

I disagree. From the perspective of hive psychology, size 
matters a great deal. From the perspective of hive psychol-
ogy, modern humans are essentially bees who busted out of 
the hive during the Enlightenment, and who burned down 
the last honeycombs during the twentieth century. We now 
fly around free and unencumbered, calling ourselves athe-
ists, reading Waiting for Godot, and wondering, what does it 
all mean? Where can I find meaning? A good hive must be 
larger than one’s self.

Conclusion

One of the great challenges of modernity is that we must 
now find hives for ourselves. We can’t create them on our 

9 W. H. McNeill, Keeping Together in Time: Dance and Drill in Human History 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995) 2.
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own any more than we can create a language on our own. 
But the view from positive psychology is that we can find 
meaning in life if we take advantage of our capacity for vital 
engagement and bind ourselves to projects and people. We 
can co-create, or join into, something larger than ourselves. 
We can join others in pursuit of common goals, nested in 
shared traditions and common values. Susan Wolf has done 
us a great service in showing us the challenges we face in 
choosing the right kind of hive, and in showing us why it 
matters that we choose rightly.



Response
Susan Wolf

I could not have asked for a more gratifying set 
of commentaries. They are generous and constructive, chal-
lenging and provocative. Notably, every one of them stresses 
the importance of thinking about the question of meaning in 
life in a way that applies to real people, as opposed to people 
who are merely conceptually possible. (Indeed, they often re-
fer to specific people, ranging from Henri Rousseau to Claus 
von Stauffenberg to a University of Virginia student.) No-
tably, too, they are graceful, witty, utterly free of jargon, and 
at the same time intellectually serious. Academic philosophy 
is often portrayed as pedantic, irrelevant, and incomprehen-
sible to anyone outside the field. These commentaries prove 
that such charges are far from universally applicable. May 
they be an example and an inspiration both for those within 
and without the profession.

Gratifying, too, is the fact that my commentators divide 
in their assessments of my view of meaningfulness. John 
Koethe and Robert Adams, at least as I understand them, 
are fundamentally sympathetic to the central features of 
my view. They agree that meaning is fruitfully conceived in 
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terms of appropriately interlocking subjective and objective 
elements. Their comments bring out issues within that basic 
framework that call for clarification, refinement, and deci-
sion. Nomy Arpaly and Jonathain Haidt are more skeptical 
of my principal thesis. Specifically, both question the need 
to refer to objective value in order to account for the dis-
tinction between a meaningful and a meaningless life that 
I am concerned to understand. Writing independently but 
in ways that are importantly related, they offer alternative 
explanations of the phenomena I discuss that are compatible 
with a purely subjective account of meaningfulness. Though 
someone unfamiliar with philosophical practice might have 
expected that one would want one’s listeners, readers, and 
commentators universally to agree with one’s primary the-
ses, from my perspective the range of responses in these 
commentaries is far preferable. That two distinguished phi-
losophers find the basic idea of these lectures plausible and 
fruitful allows me to put to rest doubts that my views are 
wildly absurd, so obviously wrong as to be not worth pur-
suing. At the same time, the fact that two other first-rate 
minds are inclined to contest these views reassures me that 
my thoughts on meaningfulness are not so obvious as to be 
not worth mentioning, or so uncontroversial as to make the 
idea of arguing for them otiose.

Let me begin by responding to Koethe and Adams, whose 
commentaries accept the general framework of my view, 
raising questions internal to it. With me, they grant that a 
meaningful life must satisfy both objective and subjective 
conditions, suitably linked, but they press me (and others) to 
consider more closely just how much and what kind of objec-
tive value and subjective experience is necessary.  I welcome the 
chance to elaborate and reconsider my views on these mat-
ters, but I should add that it is in the spirit of my enterprise 
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to invite a conversation on these issues. Within the general 
framework of the idea of meaningfulness I have argued for, 
my own opinions on the finer points are not privileged.

A Question about the Objective Component of 
Meaningfulness: How Important Is Success?

One of the most important topics requiring elaboration is the 
question of the relevance (to meaningfulness) of the success 
of one’s projects and goals. As John Koethe points out, the 
claim that meaningfulness is a matter of active engagement 
in “projects of objective value” is ambiguous. Making art and 
raising a family may be said to be objectively valuable proj-
ects by contrast to cultivating one’s prowess at long-distance 
spitting or collecting a big ball of string. To say this is to say 
that they are valuable kinds of projects; the other kinds, not 
so much. But a project that is of a valuable kind may yet be 
successful or unsuccessful. One may create a masterpiece, a 
modestly good work, or mere drivel or noise. One may nur-
ture a family with love and support, bringing out the best 
in one’s children and partner and helping them to flourish, 
or one may, despite the best of intentions, make a mess of 
things, contributing to one’s family’s dysfunction, inhibit-
ing one’s children’s development, creating an atmosphere of 
insecurity and distrust. Even if my lectures emphasized the 
importance to meaningfulness of being engaged in valuable 
kinds of projects and activities, Koethe is right to surmise 
that I take the success of these projects and activities to be 
relevant as well. Since meaningfulness on my view is meant 
to answer concerns about whether one’s life can be seen as 
a proper source of pride, one that can be judged to be good 
from a detached perspective, this is what one would expect. 
But what kind and degree of success is necessary for a life to 
be satisfactorily meaningful? This is a difficult question. 
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Our most obvious paradigms of meaningful lives are the 
lives of people whose (valuable kinds of ) projects are success-
ful: artists who create good art; scientists and scholars who 
advance our knowledge and understanding; politicians and 
activists who reduce injustice; physicians who heal; teachers 
who educate; lovers and friends, parents and children who 
appreciate and enhance the lives of those they love. Consider, 
however, the lives of people who do not succeed. Are they 
less meaningful? Why or why not? 

Think first about how the person herself would feel upon 
learning that a project in which she has been deeply invested 
has failed: the scientist whose life’s work has come to naught, 
or been superseded by another colleague’s results; the farmer 
whose farm, which he had hoped to hand down to his chil-
dren, goes into foreclosure; the woman who, after years of 
sacrifice and devotion, discovers that the man around whom 
she has built her life has been lying to her and using her all 
along. If these people were to think of their lives as wasted, a 
total loss, it would not be unnatural or surprising, and such a 
thought is at least somewhat akin to the thought that one’s 
life (or this period of it) has been meaningless. To deny that 
the success or failure of such projects is relevant to the mean-
ingfulness of one’s life would fly in the face of such reason-
able reactions. Yet most people would resist the judgment 
that these agents might be inclined to make of their own 
lives in the immediate aftermath of their projects’ failures. It 
is instructive to reflect on the sorts of things we might say to 
convince them (or ourselves) that their verdict is too harsh.

Thus, for example, in the case of the scientist, we might 
point out that though she did not obtain the specific results 
she had hoped for, she did play a part in the overall scientific 
enterprise. The advance of science (and, for that matter, of 
art) depends on an ongoing community of people, practices, 
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institutions, working in interlocking ways on a variety of 
projects. Her project may have failed according to the de-
scription she would likely have applied to what she was do-
ing—“trying to discover protein X,” say, or “trying to find a 
new way to measure Y”—but there are other descriptions, 
which she would also have recognized as valid, such as “do-
ing scientific research,” which point to ways in which her ac-
tivities remain at least somewhat valuable. Further, we might 
remind her that in the course of pursuing her overall goal, 
she had to engage in a variety of subsidiary activities, sub-
projects with smaller or overlapping aims, including many 
that involved other people, such as technicians, postdoctoral 
researchers, and graduate students. Such relationships and 
encounters can be positive or negative. They may educate, 
advance, or improve the quality of life of those with whom 
the scientist interacts, or they may impede, defeat, or mislead 
them. If the scientist has helped or encouraged those around 
her, she has presumably done so intentionally, even if not 
very self-consciously, and there is value and meaning in that. 
Finally, it is at least arguable that the exercise of virtue and 
talent—of intellectual creativity and integrity, of patience, 
discipline, and determination—has value in itself. 

When the scientist looks back at this portion of her life, 
she may continue to feel disappointed. How much better 
she would feel about herself and about her years of work 
and sacrifice if they had yielded a useful result for which she 
could have taken credit! Still, the idea that those years were 
wasted, that the period devoted to her unsuccessful efforts 
was meaningless, seems inordinately negative. If in addition, 
the research project that itself was a failure points the way 
to future research or puts her life on a path from which new 
projects of value emerge, the retrospective assessment of this 
period of her life will be so much the more positive. Learning 
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from mistakes, failures, and disappointments allows us to re-
deem periods of our lives that would appear as total losses if 
viewed in isolation.

The sorts of considerations we have raised in reflecting on 
the scientist’s failed projects give an indication of how we 
might assess the other examples of failure mentioned above. 
Ultimately, only the details of a particular case can determine 
what kind and degree of meaning can be salvaged from a 
project that, under its primary description, must be deemed 
a failure. Often, if the project is of a good kind—if, in other 
words, the subject is engaged in activities that if success-
ful would be nonegocentrically valuable—then something of 
value is achieved in the very commitment to that project and 
in the striving to pursue it, which will be a sufficiently inten-
tional part of the agent’s activities and values to contribute a 
measure of meaningfulness to that period of the person’s life. 

In the case of Claus von Stauffenberg, such considerations 
are exceptionally convincing, providing us with plenty of rea-
sons to support Robert Adams’s claim that in Stauffenberg 
we see that “a life can derive meaning of the greatest value 
from a project that failed.” Though the plot to assassinate 
Hitler did fail—and even, as Adams reminds us, led to hun-
dreds of deaths—the eventual publicity that the plot gar-
nered did show the world that not all Germans were either 
Nazis or cowards, thus achieving at least one of the goals 
that Stauffenberg thought important. Moreover, even if the 
plot had been suppressed, and the world had never learned 
of the attempt, the vision, the integrity, and the courage that 
Stauffenberg displayed were extraordinary and heroic, giving 
him the resources to look back on his life with a degree not 
of consolation only but of pride that most of us are not in 
a position to claim even if our less demanding projects are 
successful.
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It is harder to know what to say about the situation of art-
ists with the kind of ambition to which Koethe directs our 
attention. Koethe may be right that it is inherent in projects 
such as these that one cannot know whether they are suc-
cessful, or even be clear about what would constitute success. 
Moreover, unlike Stauffenberg, whose project was such that 
we could be confident in advance that even if it failed, it 
would at least be a noble failure, an artist with great ambi-
tion may be merely deluded. This implies, as Koethe realizes, 
that one whose life is built around such a project might not 
be able to know, and so a fortiori not be able to get joy or 
satisfaction from the knowledge that his life is meaningful 
(even if it is). With Koethe, I think this is a possibility that 
we simply have to live with. Those who are driven to such a 
life, who aspire to this sort of achievement, are not likely to 
be deterred by the consideration that they must live with that 
kind of uncertainty in their self-assessment.

There are many more facets to the question of what kinds 
and degree of objective value contribute to the meaningful-
ness of a life that we might explore. Many of them are in-
teresting and provocative, and there may be good reasons to 
pursue them. But it is useful to bear in mind that the point 
of articulating a conception of meaningfulness is not to en-
able us to rank actual or possible lives along some scale of 
meaningfulness. It is easy to get sucked into the activity of 
rating lives, comparing them, and debating borderline cases. 
Is the life of a minor poet (in the good sense, that Koethe 
recognizes as a significant achievement) any less meaning-
ful than that of a major one? How does the life of a house-
cleaner or an aerobics instructor or a truck driver compare 
to the life of a Supreme Court Justice or a freedom fighter? 
Does the meaningfulness of one’s own life depend on how 
one’s children turn out? There may be no answer to some of 
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these questions, and no point to pursuing them, even if there 
are answers. 

In offering an account of meaning, I have been mainly 
concerned to bring out and illuminate the existence of this 
dimension of value in a life, distinct as it is from both happi-
ness and morality. I have argued that there is more to life than 
pleasure and duty, and have sketched an account of another 
dimension along which a life may be better or worse. These 
thoughts may come in handy in reflecting on and directing 
one’s life, in guiding the lives of one’s children and students, 
in shaping social institutions, and in formulating political 
goals. Moreover, as I argued in the second lecture, without 
the concept of meaningfulness and a vocabulary with which 
to discuss and explore it, we are apt to accept distorted con-
ceptions of happiness and morality, to seek the wrong things, 
and to be at a loss to understand what is going wrong. None 
of this, however, requires that we undertake detailed assess-
ments of other people’s lives. Nor should it be assumed that, 
with respect to our own lives and the lives of those we love, 
there is any strong reason to try to maximize meaningfulness. 
Though it seems to me a great good that one’s life be mean-
ingful, and not just barely, minimally meaningful, but robustly 
meaningful, it may nonetheless not be reasonable or even in-
telligible to care that one’s life be as meaningful as possible. 

A Question about the Subjective Component of 
Meaningfulness: How Important Is Fulfillment?

Along with questions about what kinds of objective achieve-
ments are necessary for a meaningful life, Adams’s comments 
press me to revise and clarify my description of the subjective 
condition that, according to my view, a meaningful life must 
meet. In my lectures, I frequently identified the subjective 
condition with the experience of fulfillment, but, as Adams 
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brings out, that term is misleading, and my discussion of the 
subjective condition is in many ways crude. Referring to ful-
fillment as “a good feeling,” for example, underemphasizes 
the intentionality of the condition (the fact that one must be 
fulfilled by something, that one must find some experience or 
activity fulfilling), and may encourage too close an association 
between what I mean by fulfillment and feelings of pleasure. 
At the same time, the term “fulfillment” has an unwanted 
association with the idea of success. To fulfill a dream or a 
responsibility, after all, is successfully to realize or complete 
or discharge it. If one agrees with Adams—and who would 
not?—that Stauffenberg might correctly have regarded his 
life as meaningful, even at its end, then one must admit that 
a life can both be and seem meaningful in virtue of engage-
ment in projects which the subject would be unlikely to de-
scribe either as fulfilling or as making him feel good. Indeed, 
Adams goes so far as to suggest that it might be better to drop 
the condition of fulfillment altogether. Why is it not enough 
to emphasize that meaningful projects are those to which the 
agent is attached through reasons and motives of love? Since 
love also has a subjective component, such a revision would 
retain the important idea that meaningfulness is a matter of 
being subjectively connected with objectively valuable activ-
ity in the right way, but it would remove the suggestion that a 
meaningful life is especially likely to be a contented one. 

To a large extent, I agree with Adams’s suggestions. Want-
ing to recognize the subjective dimension of meaningfulness, 
I settled on the term “fulfillment” as a way to designate the 
qualitative character essential to a meaningful life, and I de-
scribed it as “a good feeling” both to emphasize that it is a 
subjective or qualitative feature that I am talking about and 
to bring out how peculiar it would be to value the subjec-
tive feature on its own, pared away from any assumptions 
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about the objective nature of the activities or relationships by 
which one was fulfilled. But to so describe the range of ways 
in which a person might experience a meaningful life is un-
realistic and simplistic, and Adams is right to point out the 
inadequacy of my characterization. Though it is central to my 
view that there is a subjective dimension to meaningfulness, 
there is no reason to believe or expect that there is a single 
subjective quality of experience that all meaningful lives pos-
sess (even if one had a clearer grasp than I do of the identity 
conditions of a quality of experience in the first place). 

In my lectures, I used a variety of terms to refer to the 
subjective dimension of meaningfulness: in addition to ful-
fillment, I spoke of subjective attraction, of being gripped or 
excited by one’s projects and activities, and of loving them. 
Though there are connections and overlaps between these 
psychological conditions, they are hardly synonymous. More-
over, many if not most projects and activities that contribute 
to the meaningfulness of one’s life will not be gripping, excit-
ing, or subjectively fulfilling at every instant of engagement. 
In the course of writing a book, training for a marathon, not to 
mention raising a child, there may be moments or even long 
periods of frustration or ambivalence. Proofreading and in-
dexing can be boring; sitting in rush hour traffic to pick one’s 
child up from her music lessons can be maddening. During a 
slump, a person may feel alienated from all her projects, only 
to recover her sense of meaningfulness later without making 
any change at all in the nature of the projects. 

Still, if one usually finds her daily activities boring, if she 
typically feels alienated from the roles and projects that she 
is nonetheless bound to occupy and pursue, if she is inclined 
to describe herself as feeling empty or even dead inside as 
she goes through the motions of her life, then that life is less 
than satisfactorily meaningful, even if what she is doing is 
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objectively valuable and she recognizes that this is so. The 
various attitudes I mentioned in my discussion of the sub-
jective aspect of meaningfulness reflect the idea that the 
subjective character of meaningful activity (that is, of the 
experience of engagement in activities that contribute to 
meaningfulness in one’s life) are, for the most part, at the 
opposite end of the spectrum from attitudes like boredom, 
emptiness, and alienation. 

It is notable that these attitudes and qualities—of excite-
ment, of being gripped by or “into” a project, of experiencing 
flow, of loving what one is doing, of finding an activity or 
pursuit fulfilling—are not in themselves forms of pleasure 
in the standard sense of that term. Excitement is compatible 
with fear; love is compatible with sadness; the activities one 
finds fulfilling are perhaps more often than not difficult and 
demanding. Still, just as boredom, emptiness, and alienation, 
though not precisely painful, are extremely undesirable ways 
to feel over large segments of one’s life, attitudes of love, ful-
fillment, and active engagement are positive, desirable, good 
aspects of experience. They are, in that sense “good feelings,” 
desirable in themselves, at least when they are directed to-
ward and generated by appropriate objects and activities.1

Adams suggests that rather than adopt “fulfillment” as the 
(now admittedly imperfect) catch-all term for the subjective 
side of meaningful activity, I might have stopped with my 
opening claim that meaning comes from acting on reasons of 
love. Perhaps he is right. Love, like fulfillment, is quite obvi-
ously intentional and, when felt toward an appropriate object, 
positive. Furthermore, since it is well known that there are 

1 Another ready stock of examples that support the idea that qualitative experi-
ences that are not straightforwardly pleasurable may nonetheless be noninstrumen-
tally desirable can be found in aesthetics; for example, in the experience of beautiful 
sad music, of powerful tragic drama, of terrifying horror films.
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various ways one might feel about people and activities one 
loves,2 “love” is perhaps less likely than “fulfillment” to be mis-
understood to indicate a single specific qualitative feeling that 
must accompany or complete all cases of meaningful activity, 
much less to be confused with easy pleasure. 

However, there are some lives whose principal activities 
and projects are shaped and guided by love in a sense, which 
nonetheless are far from paradigmatically meaningful. The 
alienated housewife might genuinely love her husband and 
children; the conscripted soldier might truly love his country. 
Perhaps because of their love, they regard it as their duty to 
respond respectively to their family’s or their country’s need. 
Nonetheless, the woman is not cut out to be a homemaker, 
or the boy to fight in a war. They may feel trapped by their 
circumstances, compelled to live in ways that leave them no 
opportunity to pursue their passions or to realize their po-
tentials. They might well describe their lives as lacking in 
meaning (even though it would be going too far to describe 
them as utterly meaningless); but it would be simply wrong 
to describe them as lacking in love. 

When considering cases like these, focusing on feelings 
of fulfillment seems apt. It is the absence of such feelings (as 
opposed to the absence of love, for example) that indicates 
that there is an important good missing in these lives that 
is not captured by our ordinary understanding of happiness, 
but which cannot be cashed out purely in terms of objective 
value either.3 More generally, when a person is dissatisfied 

2 See for example, David Velleman, “Love as a Moral Emotion,” Ethics 109 
( January 1999).

3 It is not clear whether Adams would agree with me. His remark, in an earlier 
draft of his comment, that “an action done from love with grim determination . . . 
can contribute to the meaningfulness of a life,” suggests that he might characterize 
the alienated soldier and homemaker as living meaningful lives despite their feel-
ings of dissatisfaction. 
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with her own life in a way that she might describe in terms 
of a yearning for meaning, I suspect it is fulfillment rather 
than love that she experiences herself as lacking. Conceptu-
ally, fulfillment is much more closely connected to meaning 
than love. Indeed, it seems to be hard to separate the idea 
that one finds an activity or relationship fulfilling from the 
thought that the person regards the activity as meaningful.

Still, as Adams has shown, there are other cases in which 
the description of a person’s engagement in meaningful ac-
tivities as fulfilling seems forced. Rather than continue the 
search for a single term to name an attitude or psychological 
condition that any meaningful life must involve, it might be 
wiser, if less satisfyingly determinate, simply to acknowledge 
that there is a range of such attitudes and conditions, which 
includes love and fulfillment, and which reflects the kind 
of intentional, but also qualitatively positive, attachment to 
an object or activity that an agent must have in order for 
engagement with it to contribute to the meaningfulness of 
his life.4

In the course of his discussion of the subjective component 
of meaningfulness, Adams raises one more question that I 
would like to address before moving on to other topics—
namely, the question of when in a person’s life his attitude 
toward his activities and projects is relevant. While engaged 
in an (objectively valuable) project or activity, a person may 
find it fulfilling, even though he later comes to dismiss it as 

4 It would be helpful, of course, to be able to say something more about what 
kind of attachment is necessary. In her recent dissertation, “An Account of Valuing” 
(University of North Carolina, 2008), Anabella Zagura argues that valuing is essen-
tial to a person’s ability to live a meaningful life, understanding valuing to be neither 
a matter of belief nor of desire, but of a kind of commitment to seeing the object of 
value as valuable. This seems to me a promising approach for getting to the bottom 
of the subjective attachment that is common to love and fulfillment.
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meaningless;5 conversely, he may regard a task as drudgery 
for many years, only to recognize its worth later in life and 
to take pride in having completed it. With Adams, I agree 
that one may (correctly) “find one’s life meaningful in living 
it, regardless of how it will seem in one’s retrospective view.” 
Presumably, the kind of meaning one finds in living is the 
most desirable kind to have. Nonetheless, I do not want to 
refuse all credibility to a person’s retrospective evaluation. If 
a person looking back correctly finds value in having done 
something with a part of her life that she did not regard as 
meaningful at the time, this seems to me to count for some-
thing in the overall assessment of her life’s meaningfulness. 
It is not obvious how best to weigh the various perspectives 
a person may have on the meaningfulness of her own life, 
or on periods of it, in forming such an assessment. Similar 
puzzles arise with respect to the differing perspectives peo-
ple tend to have on their own happiness,6 which I also find 
deeply puzzling. We should, however, also be mindful that 
such overall assessments of the meaningfulness of people’s 
lives are of limited interest. 

Reasons of Meaning and Reasons of Love

Indeed, as Nomy Arpaly points out, people who live mean-
ingful lives may not think or care very much about the mean-
ing of their lives. One gets meaning from acting on reasons 
of love, but the love at issue is love of the activity or the 

5 Tolstoy seems to have had an experience of this nature: Leo Tolstoy, My Con-
fession (London: J. M. Dent and Sons, 1905). Reprinted in ed. E. D. Klemke, The 
Meaning of Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981) 9–19.

6 See, e.g., Daniel Kahneman and Jason Riis, “Living, and Thinking About It: 
Two Perspectives on Life,” in eds. F. Huppert, N. Baylis, and B. Kaverne, The Science 
of Wellbeing: Integrating Neurobiology, Psychology and Social Science (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005) and David Velleman, “Well-Being and Time,” Pacific Philo-
sophical Quarterly 72 (1991). 
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person or ideal or goal that defines or structures the activ-
ity. It is not love of meaning itself or of the value of living a 
meaningful life. As Arpaly says, “Those who act for the love 
of art do not act for the sake of a meaningful life but rather 
for the sake of art.” When one helps a friend, it is love of the 
friend that moves one to act and not love of the meaning that 
the friendship brings to one’s life. 

In my lectures I was regrettably unclear about the relation 
between reasons of love and what might be called reasons of 
meaning, and about the corresponding relation between the 
value of the objects of love and the value of a meaningful life. 
Arpaly’s comments are a useful corrective, and point to the 
need to say more.

At the beginning of my lectures, I argued that many of the 
reasons and motives on which we act are neither reasons of 
self-interest nor reasons of morality. Rather, I suggested, they 
are grounded in personal attachments to objects, activities, 
and ideals. I called them “reasons of love.” By noting that 
acting on behalf of such reasons, when the objects, activities, 
and so on are worthy, brings meaning to our lives, I meant 
not only to call attention to this range of reasons and mo-
tives, but also to bring out their significance and to defend 
their legitimacy. I have also been arguing throughout these 
lectures that meaning is an important dimension of a good 
life, distinct from the other important dimensions of self-
interest and morality. But I did not mean to suggest that 
reasons (and motives) of love were good reasons only or even 
primarily because having them and acting on them contrib-
utes to (and indeed is essential to) meaning in our lives. The 
relation between meaning and reasons of love is quite differ-
ent from the relation between self-interest and, say, reasons 
of pleasure, and between morality and, say, reasons of kind-
ness. Let me explain.
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When one gets a pizza or goes for a walk or takes a vaca-
tion because one expects it to be pleasurable, one acts on what 
might be called reasons of pleasure. One is motivated by the 
thought that the action will be fun or relaxing, or that it will 
relieve the pain of hunger. One may never class these acts un-
der the more general and abstract heading of “self-interest.” 
But generally, one would be willing to acknowledge one’s rea-
sons of pleasure as a species of reasons of self-interest. If one 
came to be convinced that the anticipated pleasures were not 
going to be conducive to one’s overall well-being, one would 
typically take this to be a strong reason to reconsider one’s de-
cision. Similarly, when one comforts a child who has skinned 
his knee, shovels the driveway of an elderly neighbor, or gives 
money to a homeless person collecting coins on the street, one 
acts on what might be called reasons of kindness. One may 
never class these acts under the more general and abstract 
heading of “morality.” But generally, one would be willing to 
acknowledge one’s reasons of kindness as a species of moral 
reasons. If one came to be convinced that the actions one was 
contemplating would not be recommended or even permit-
ted by morality overall, one would typically take this to be a 
strong reason to reconsider one’s decision. As Arpaly points 
out, the relation between meaning and reasons of love (the 
sorts of reasons that in fact are necessary to give meaning to 
one’s life) is less direct. Reasons of love are not a species of rea-
sons of meaning: when one visits one’s brother, or helps one’s 
friend, or labors over one’s philosophy article, one does not 
ordinarily do it in order to give meaning to one’s life or as an 
expression of one’s interest in living a meaningful life. If one 
were to conclude (rightly or wrongly) that the contemplated 
action was not likely to make one’s life more meaningful, that 
conclusion would not necessarily speak strongly against the 
action. It would seem rather beside the point. 
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Insofar as there are such things as “reasons of mean-
ing”—that is, insofar as facts to the effect that something will 
contribute to the meaning of a person’s life give reasons to 
foster or promote that thing, those facts will rarely be directly 
available to the people whose lives are in question and are 
not likely to matter much, even when they are. At least if my 
conception of meaningfulness is right, those acts which con-
tribute to meaningfulness in a person’s life will be connected 
to loves or passions for things that the person recognizes as 
independently valuable. She will therefore have other reasons, 
not connected to her life’s meaning, to do them, and the ques-
tion of their relation to her life’s meaning will not arise.

The importance of meaning as a dimension of a good life, 
and of the weight and legitimacy of reasons to promote it is 
apt to be of more practical relevance in other contexts. When 
advising or judging others, I have argued, the fact that some-
thing they want to do will contribute to their lives’ mean-
ing gives us different and in some cases stronger reasons to 
encourage or permit it than we would have if their actions 
would make them happy in other ways. (Thus, we are more 
tolerant of someone’s missing office hours to attend a lecture 
than to soak in a hot bath; more tolerant of someone lying to 
protect a friend than lying to protect herself.) Further, con-
siderations of meaning may be relevant to making decisions 
that bear, at a more abstract level, on the question of how to 
shape one’s life or raise one’s children, as well as to questions 
of larger scope about how to structure educational institu-
tions and shape social policy. Recognizing that meaningful-
ness is a dimension of a good life distinct from happiness, 
and that meaning arises when subjective attraction meets 
objective attractiveness will give parents a reason to expose 
their children to a range of worthwhile activities and projects 
to which they might be “subjectively attracted” (that is, about 
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which they might get passionate). Indeed, it will make one 
want to ensure that all children are exposed to such things, 
and that our social, political, and economic institutions pro-
vide opportunities for all people to form relations and pursue 
interests that bring meaning to their lives as well as pleasure 
and comfort. To a considerable extent, we already want these 
things. This is at least part of why we give our children music 
lessons, support arts programs in the schools, and approve 
of spending to maintain national parks. To that extent, my 
identification and analysis of the dimension of meaning may 
simply make explicit what lies behind these concerns and 
what is at stake if we fail to address them.

A Challenge to the Fitting Fulfillment View:  
Is Objective Value Really Necessary for Meaning?

But is my view of meaningfulness in life correct? Does a 
meaningful life really require active and loving engagement 
in projects of worth? More specifically, do we really need to 
commit ourselves to the objectivity of values inherent in the 
notion of “projects of worth” in order to distinguish mean-
ingful from meaningless lives? Jonathan Haidt’s and Nomy 
Arpaly’s commentaries both raise this challenge, in remark-
ably similar and mutually reinforcing ways.

Both Haidt and Arpaly begin their critiques by accept-
ing the intuitive judgments of individual lives that I offered 
along the way to developing my view of meaning. That is, 
they agree that, other things being equal, a life spent caring 
for a pet goldfish or entering lawn mower races is not likely 
to be as meaningful as one spent writing symphonies or di-
recting a youth group. Both suggest, however, that we can 
account for these judgments on a purely empirical basis. As 
Arpaly points out, “much of Goldfish Nut’s brain remains 
unused. She does not experience the satisfaction of learning 
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or even of gradually becoming better at a task . . . . Basic 
emotional needs, even very general and disjunctive ones, re-
main unsatisfied for her.” And Haidt notes that “lawn mower 
racing and flagpole-sitting do not lend themselves to vital 
engagement.” Their point, I take it, is that normal human 
beings are simply not fulfilled by these activities. They are 
neither complex enough nor social enough to be satisfying, 
at least as activities around which to build an entire life. No 
reference to objective value is needed to make or to establish 
these claims. We can simply observe human behavior. Thus, 
the simple Fulfillment View can validate these intuitive 
judgments without needing to go out on a metaethical limb.

Haidt’s and Arpaly’s discussions of human psychology are 
insightful and instructive, with interesting implications, I be-
lieve, for the Fitting Fulfillment View. Still, I believe there 
are reasons to resist using their insights to defend a fulfill-
ment view of meaning that is independent of any reference 
to objective value.

At first glance, Arpaly’s and Haidt’s discussions may sug-
gest a view of meaningfulness that seems gratuitously to 
privilege the normal. Arpaly writes explicitly: “about the 
normal adult human who receives full satisfaction in her life 
from keeping a goldfish: she does not exist.” And Haidt asks 
of the lawn mower racers and flagpole-sitters, “How may of 
them found flow in these activities as adolescents, devoured 
all the books they could find on the history of lawn mowers 
and flagpoles, lovingly assembled collections of lawn mowers 
and flagpoles, and chose colleges and jobs so as to ensure that 
they would always be able to race mowers or sit on poles in 
the company of other mower-racers and pole-sitters?” The 
answer, presumably, is “very few.” But, a reader might rea-
sonably ask, what of it? What is so good about being nor-
mal? In the absence of an answer, one needs some further 
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explanation of why these activities do not provide meaning 
for those who do find them fulfilling—or, alternatively, of the 
conditions under which they do.

Looking more closely at Haidt’s and Arpaly’s commentar-
ies, one sees that their remarks offer the beginnings of an an-
swer to these demands. Both refer to standard human needs 
and capacities that will not ordinarily be met or exercised by 
engagement in the quirky projects that we intuitively feel 
are not fit sources of meaning. They implicitly suggest that 
it is the fulfillment of these needs and the exercise of these 
capacities that is the real key to meaningfulness. If, contrary 
to statistics, caring for a goldfish (as in Arpaly’s example of 
the retarded child) or racing lawn mowers does form the core 
of a pattern of activities that meets these needs satisfactorily, 
then the project which might have seemed silly in abstrac-
tion, will after all give meaning to the subject’s life.

Their discussions usefully bring out the resources that a 
defender of a (simple) Fulfillment View has for responding 
to the thought experiments I posed in my lectures. Indeed, as 
I have interpreted their commentaries, they suggest a version 
of the simple Fulfillment View that is both different from 
and richer than the view that I presented in my lectures, and 
well worth elaborating as an alternative view deserving seri-
ous consideration. By connecting fulfillment with the meet-
ing of psychological needs (for example, for companionship) 
and the exercise of human capacities (of vital engagement, 
perhaps), or, more generally, with the realization of a natu-
ral human potential, this view may be understood to inter-
pret fulfillment not as a purely subjective feature, a matter 
of the qualitative character of the subject’s experience, but 
rather as a more substantial, objective condition. Thus, for 
example, according to this view, if humans have a need for 
love and intimacy, then a fulfilling life must include love and 
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intimacy—feeling that one has love and intimacy, if one is 
deceived, would not satisfy this condition.

If I understand Haidt and Arpaly correctly, they are sug-
gesting that we understand fulfillment in this way, and that 
we identify the meaningfulness of a person’s life with her be-
ing fulfilled according to this conception. Though fulfillment, 
according to this view, is an objective condition, involving 
perhaps the requirements that a subject be loved, intellec-
tually challenged, vitally engaged, rather than just believing 
or feeling herself to be so, it requires no reference or com-
mitment to objective values. This view, which understands 
fulfillment roughly as realization of a being’s psychological 
nature, is part of a venerable tradition that can be traced at 
least as far back as Aristotle.7 As a conception of what it is 
for a being to be fulfilled, there is much to be said on its be-
half. There are, however, several reasons for resisting identify-
ing fulfillment, so understood, with meaning in life.

First, although this view does not privilege the normal, it 
does privilege the natural, for it identifies fulfillment with 
meeting the demands of one’s (human) nature. Leaving 
aside the difficulty of determining what constitutes human 
nature, the question remains, What is so good about doing 
what it is in one’s nature to do? Does it matter what kind of 
nature one has? Does it matter, for example, whether one’s 
nature is peaceable or belligerent, creative or imitative, so-
cial or solitary? These questions are especially pressing if we 
identify fulfillment with meaningfulness. Even if one can 
defend the idea that realizing the potentials of one’s nature 
is a form of fulfillment that contributes to the good of the 

7 It finds more recent expression in Joel Feinberg’s wonderful essay, “Absurd Self-
Fulfillment,” in Feinberg, Freedom & Fulfillment (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1982).
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subject, and thus is an ingredient of her self-interest, it is 
not obvious why it would make the person’s life meaningful. 
Moreover, if it is possible to transcend one’s nature, and to 
do something wonderful that is not connected to one’s na-
ture, shouldn’t that too be a way in which that person’s life 
can be made meaningful?

These questions reflect the possibility of looking at and as-
sessing a person (oneself or another) from a perspective that 
is not confined to self-interest.8 We can ask not only whether 
a person’s life, or a given portion of it, has been good for him 
or her, but whether it has been admirable, a life (or portion of 
a life) that the person can be proud of. In my lectures, I sug-
gested that the desire to be able to see one’s own life as good 
from this perspective is common and deep, and I pointed out 
that living a meaningful life, as I understand meaningfulness, 
responds to that desire. A second reason for not wanting to 
identify meaningfulness with fulfillment of the demands and 
potentials of one’s nature (whatever they are) is that it would 
sever this connection, leaving this perspective unnamed and 
potentially forgotten. 

Haidt suspects that I fear that “if there is no such thing as 
objective value, then . . . lawn mower racing, flagpole-sitting, 
and rock rolling will have just as strong a claim to being 
meaningful as writing a symphony or righting an injustice.” 
I confess to a prereflective suspicion that lawn mower racing 
is less likely to give meaning to a life than musical compo-
sition; my interest, however, is in understanding my initial 
suspicion, not in confirming it. For the reasons I offered in 
my lectures, I arrived at a conception that I found plausible: 
that meaning comes from active engagement in projects of 

8 This is not to say that an assessment from this perspective is irrelevant to the 
person’s self-interest, however.
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objective worth. If it should turn out that lawn mover racing 
has (or has a place in a web of activities that have) objective 
worth, rather than being merely a whimsical and harmless 
kind of fun, then, on my conception, it will contribute mean-
ing to the lives of those who appreciate and respond to that 
value. There is nothing to fear in that.

Haidt meanwhile expresses his own fear of what he takes 
to be a consequence of my view. Specifically, he fears that “if 
someone ever does come up with an adequate theory of ob-
jective value,” [I might have to tell his] former student “that 
her love of horses is in danger of being declared meaning-
less.” I believe this fear is unfounded for several reasons.

First, no one need accept someone else’s word for what 
has objective value. No one has the authority to “declare” to 
another person what has and what lacks objective value. In 
articulating his fear, Haidt conjures up the image of a philos-
opher, or perhaps a jury of philosophers, who claim expertise 
not only in how to make sense of the idea of objective value, 
but also in how to apply it. He is rightly resistant to this idea. 
As I said in my lectures, I believe that the question of what 
projects and activities are objectively worthwhile is open to 
anyone and everyone to ask and try to answer, and we are 
likely to make the most progress toward an answer if we pool 
our information and experience. The history of culture and 
of morals makes amply clear that if there is such a thing as 
objective worth, we are very fallible guides to determining 
which activities and objects have it. It is only sensible that if 
we are interested in determining whether a particular activity 
or set of activities is worthwhile, we should seek the perspec-
tives of those who are most familiar with it. If Haidt’s student 
finds something valuable in her web of horse-riding projects, 
she may be able to articulate it and make the value intel-
ligible even to those who are initially skeptical. Moreover, 
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even should she be unable to convince others, this does not 
imply that she must be mistaken.

At the same time, my insistence on linking the question 
of meaning with the question of objective worth implies that 
the question of whether one’s life is meaningful is essentially 
risky. There is always some chance that what one thinks is 
valuable will turn out not to be, that the objects of one’s sub-
jective attraction will turn out not to be objectively attractive. 
One might be worshipping a false god, loving a scoundrel, 
writing terrible poetry.9 In urging that we take note of mean-
ingfulness as a distinctive dimension of a good life, to be 
identified with loving engagement in projects of worth, I am 
implicitly encouraging people to face that risk—that is, to 
ask whether their projects are projects of worth. 

A second reason, therefore, that I do not share Haidt’s fear 
for his student is that it does not seem to me a bad thing for 
her to ask the question whether it is worthwhile to spend her 
life engaged in the interlocking activities that center around 
a love of riding horses, no matter what answer she comes 
to. When analytic philosophers step back and ask whether 
they are doing anything valuable, whether their books, their 
courses, their projects are worthwhile, their concern strikes 
most people as appropriate if not positively commendable. 
If they are able to answer the question affirmatively, the 
self-conscious understanding of why what they are doing is 
worthwhile will add at least to the satisfaction they get from 
their philosophical activities if not to the quality of those 
activities themselves. Alternatively, reflection on this ques-
tion may lead to mixed results, leading them to alter the 
topics on which they concentrate their research, or to adjust 

9 Indeed, the special riskiness of ambitious art projects is the central theme of 
John Koethe’s commentary.
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their writing style, or to shift the proportions of the time 
they devote to teaching, service, and research. If reflection 
on the worth of what one is doing is appropriate and poten-
tially beneficial for analytic philosophers, I do not see why it 
would not be equally so for equestrians.

To be sure, there is the possibility, or risk, that reflection on 
one’s cherished activities will lead one to conclude that the 
activities have little or no worth beyond the pleasure one gets 
from engaging in them. Even this conclusion, in my opinion, 
need not be cause for despair. Though I was concerned in 
my lectures to insist that meaningfulness is an important di-
mension of a good life, the distinctiveness of which has been 
frequently overlooked, I did not mean to suggest that it is 
the only good in life or that given the choice between doing 
something that would enhance the meaningfulness of one’s 
life and doing something that would realize or support some 
other of one’s values, the more meaningful alternative ought 
always to win out. (The questions with which Nomy Arpaly 
concludes her commentary suggest that my lectures were 
unclear on this point.) Getting pleasure from an activity is 
a perfectly good reason for engaging in it. If the activity is 
harmless and does not crowd out all significant opportunities 
for meaning, there is no reason not to spend time engaged in 
it “merely” for fun.

Furthermore, both my commentators and I have tended in 
our remarks to discuss people as if their lives were properly 
characterized as having one dominant project or interest, on 
which the meaningfulness of their lives was understood to 
stand or fall. We should recognize the artificiality of such 
characterizations, especially if we mean to apply these ideas 
to real or realistic characters and to assess the meaningful-
ness of their lives as wholes. We have written as if a person 
is either A Poet or A Parent, A Caretaker of Goldfish or A 
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Rider of Horses. By focusing on one activity or project at 
a time, or on lives that are predominantly bound up with a 
single project, we were able to illustrate and test our ideas 
more clearly and more vividly than if we had discussed lives 
that were, or were noticed to be, more complex and varied. 
But most lives are more complex and varied. We have mul-
tiple roles, relationships, projects, and interests. We have 
families, friends, coworkers, neighbors; we belong to book 
clubs, church groups, bowling leagues, and neighborhood as-
sociations; we listen to music, knit, garden, jog; we read the 
comics every morning, do the crossword puzzle every night. 

Some of the activities and rituals that make up our lives 
may have solely instrumental value—they keep us healthy 
and sharpen skills that allow us to go on to do other things, 
and some may provide exclusively egocentric satisfactions. 
Many of the things we do, however, even those we do pri-
marily for instrumental or hedonistic reasons, also have 
some independent value. In a typical multifaceted life, one’s 
sources of meaning are not all in one proverbial basket. As-
sessing such a life for meaningfulness, one need not place 
too much stock in any one activity or project. A third reason 
not to fear for Jonathan Haidt’s student, then, is that even if 
she doubts that her horse-related activities have any objec-
tive worth, this need not be a reason to give them up or to 
feel guilty about continuing them. In a multifaceted life, not 
every activity need contribute to meaning, much less con-
tribute greatly to meaning, in order for a commitment to it 
to be justified.

The Interdependence of Objective Value and 
Subjective Interest—A Reconciliation?

In fact, however, I suspect that the relationships Haidt’s stu-
dent has to riding, to her horse, and to horses more generally, 
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do have value, and that the web of activities she has built 
around these relationships contributes to the meaningfulness 
as well as the happiness or fulfillment of her life. (I suspect 
the same goes for the web of activities that analytic philoso-
phers build around their enthusiasm for philosophy.) Indeed, 
as I mentioned in my lectures, I am inclined to think that al-
most anything to which a significant number of people have 
shown themselves to be deeply attached over a significant 
length of time, has or relates to some positive value—that 
almost anything people find valuable (stably and in signif-
icant numbers), is valuable. In my lectures, I expanded on 
this thought by focusing on the likelihood that the objects 
of such attachments had qualities that made them worthy of 
interest independently of whether anyone actually noticed 
those qualities. If people find an object or activity or project 
engaging, I suggested, there is apt to be something about it 
that makes it so. Perhaps the activity is challenging, or the 
object beautiful, or the project morally important. Haidt’s 
discussion of vital engagement, however, as well as Arpaly’s 
description of the retarded child whose life is enriched and, 
plausibly, made more meaningful through caring for a gold-
fish, suggest a different possible relationship between the 
objects of people’s subjective attractions and their objective 
worth that is at least as important. 

Both Haidt’s and Arpaly’s discussions remind us of the 
fact that when people get deeply interested in something 
and come to care about it, they focus their attention on it, 
build activities around it, exercise and sharpen their skills in 
advancing, protecting, and celebrating it. Further, they in-
vite and encourage others to share their enthusiasm, creating 
new relationships and social groups, and forging or reinforc-
ing bonds in existing relationships through shared activities 
and the shared appreciation of a common object. Even if the 
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object upon which the attention is focused is initially of no 
particular value, those who come to be engaged with it may 
build a network of valuable activities around it, involving the 
development and exercise of skills (the realization of one’s 
human potential), and the flowering and strengthening of 
positive human relationships.

Sports and games offer ready examples of the kind of re-
lationship between objects of interest and their value that I 
have in mind. Presumably, there is nothing especially valu-
able about a group of people running around, trying to throw 
a ball into a hoop, while another group runs around trying to 
stop them. Nor does the adoption of extra rules, constraining 
the moves that are permitted, lift their running around into 
the category of practices that in themselves the participants 
have reason to be proud of from a detached perspective. Even 
if basketball, removed or abstracted from its now established 
place in our culture, is not an objectively valuable activity in 
itself, it provides an opportunity for much that is of value. 
It provides an opportunity for the cultivation and exercise 
of skill and virtue, for the building of relationships, and for 
the communion that comes from enthusiasm for and im-
mersion in a shared activity. The value of art forms, such as 
haiku or sonnets, presumably has a similar history: initially, 
I assume, these conventional forms had no value in them-
selves. The interests and commitments to them that poets 
and poetry lovers had was not, therefore, a response to a 
value in these poetic forms that was already there. Rather, 
their value emerged from the interests and commitments of 
people who were attracted to them, or who agreed to the 
strictures imposed by these forms just for fun or challenge. 
As an activity or practice gains recognition and popularity, 
as traditions develop and groups organize around it, the op-
portunities for valuable activities involving it multiply: one 
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can not only play basketball, one can coach it, teach it, write 
about it. Even being a fan can be a strand in the fabric that 
connects one to others, supplying a ready topic of conversa-
tion or just a knowing bond that links one to one’s neighbors 
or one’s community.10

Acknowledging the fact that value can emerge from brute 
attraction or interest interacting with drives to excellence, 
creativity, and sociability, encourages us to recognize a contin-
uum of value along which an activity or object can lie. More 
precisely, the value of an activity or object in an individual life 
will vary depending on the relationship that the individual 
has to it and the role it plays in her life. The documentary 
film Wordplay demonstrates the remarkable range of ways 
in which crossword puzzles may contribute to a person’s life, 
from those for whom it is a solitary daily ritual (and, as such, 
a mere harmless pleasure), to those who compete or create, to 
the incomparable Will Shortz, editor of the New York Times 
crossword puzzle, who graduated college with a degree in the 
self-devised major of enigmatology. Presumably, even lawn 
mower racing has, or can have, a place on this continuum. 

Although Haidt and Arpaly offered their examples (of the 
horse-loving student and the goldfish-loving boy) as chal-
lenges to the idea that meaningfulness need be understood as 
essentially connected to objective value, I see their examples 
as offering hints about where objective value might be found 
and how it can emerge. By understanding their examples in 
this way, we can not only acknowledge the plausibility of 
their assessments, but explain what makes them so effective.

This discussion has also allowed me to bring out a point I 
made only abstractly in the lectures; namely, that the sense 
of objective value which, according to my view, is essential 

10 Go Heels!
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to meaningfulness in life, is a far cry from the sort of pure, 
subject-independent metaphysical property that Plato or 
G. E. Moore had in mind. The kind of objectivity that seems 
necessary for meaning is a kind that implies that one can be 
mistaken about value. A person’s liking something or think-
ing it to be valuable doesn’t make it so (nor does her disliking 
something or thinking it not to be valuable make that so). 
Further, as it seems to me, a whole society’s liking something 
or believing it to be valuable, doesn’t make it so, all by itself. 
The discussions of basketball and poetic form suggest, how-
ever, that a person’s or a group’s liking something can lead to 
its becoming valuable. The attraction, or interest, especially if 
it is shared, can be an opportunity for value, an axis, initially 
neutral in itself, around which value forms. 

This openness to the emergence of objective value out of 
brute human interest and attraction may lessen the resistance 
to the idea that some, like Haidt and Arpaly, initially have. 
At the same time, it may leave others either disappointed by 
what they see as a watering down of what is distinctive about 
my conception of meaningfulness or confused about what 
the point of it is, if it is to be understood so broadly.

The point, as I have said earlier, is not to defend any par-
ticular substantive view about what kinds of activities are 
worthwhile or what kinds of lives are meaningful, but rather 
to defend the categories and concepts that are needed to so 
much as formulate these views. In arguing that meaningful-
ness is a distinctive dimension of a good life, different from 
both happiness and moral goodness, and that the concept of 
meaningfulness is essentially tied to a commitment to objec-
tive distinctions in value, I have tried to show the importance 
of keeping the vocabulary of meaningfulness and value alive, 
and of not assimilating or reducing these terms to others 
that we are more comfortable with in both philosophy and 
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popular culture. Only if we have these concepts, I believe, will 
we be able to understand some of our longings and sources of 
satisfaction, only then will we be able to properly assess some 
of our moral and other evaluative intuitions; and only then 
will we be able to ask questions and form hypotheses about 
what kinds of projects are worthwhile and what kinds of lives 
are meaningful.
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