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PREFACE 

Although laymen and intellectuals outside the 

philosophical .discipline commonly associate the theme of 

the meaning of life with philosophy, the theme has not 

been popular among twentieth century Anglo-American 

philosophers. This lack of popularity is easy to under

stand. There is no greater source of pride among recent 

Anglo-American philosophers than the high standards of 

analytical rigor they have imposed on philosophical 

discussion. Respect for these standards is perceived as 

the basis for avoiding excess and obscurity, something 

philosophers care about very much. It is not plain how 

these standards might be respected while discussing the 

meaning of life; one might even think that talk about 

the meaning of life is inherently obscure. 

Yet if one forgets professional taboos for the 

moment and instead focuses on the purely philosophical 

issues, I think one will see that the meaning of life is 

a subject which can engender some truly interesting 

philosophical discussion. When presented with a variety 

of life scenarios, most people can rank order some of 

these in terms of their desirability. Moreover, some 

people would identify some of these scenarios as so 

horrible that they would not be worth living. Of course, 
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one might dismiss these orderings of scenarios as stupid 

and brute, not a reflection of judgments informed by 

reason, but instead an expression of prejudice or 

instinct. I see no reason why we should be quick to 

dismiss these judgments. In this dissertation, I 

explore their conceptual foundation. I think my dis

cussion shows enough sensitivity for standards of 

rigor to allay anxiety about the obscurity of the subject 

matter. 

People distinguish between the merely frivolous 

and the serious in their lives. People care about some 

things in their lives more than other things. I think 

that generally, if a.person believes that there is 

nothing in his life which is really worth being cared 

about, then he sees his life as importantly deficient. 

A deficiency of this sort, I'll maintain, is relevant to 

questions of meaning and life. Indeed, I'll suggest that 

it is part of our ordinary conceptual framework that 

unless a life contains some things that are really worth 

caring about, the life is not meaningful. 

To get clear about meaning and life, one must get 

clear about what it is for a person to care very much 

about something in his life. In this dissertation I 

identify as a mark of such seriousness that a person 

be engaged in some activity so important that failure 
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in that activity would give him good reason to feel a 

deep and painful regret that I call remorse. 

One focus of this dissertation is a specification 

of the justification for what I call remorse. I maintain 

that in order for a person to be justified in feeling 

remorse, he must ·fail in his attempt to realize some 

state of affairs which is good independently of the 

person's desires. The argument for this thesis is complex, 

and takes up the greatest portion of my third chapter. 

Specifying the justification conditions for 

feeling remorse is one matter; saying whether those 

justification conditions are satisfied is something else. 

If those justification conditions are never satisfied, 

then there are no meaningful lives. I argue that the 

justification conditions are never satisfied. 

The theme of absurdity is often associated with 

the theme of the meaning of life. I think that this is 

a legitimate association. It seems to me that the core 

of the concept of absurdity is something like an essential

ly fruitless striving. When we think of our lives as 

deficient in meaning, we are not· far off from viewing 

them as absurd. Most of us, I think, strive to do the 

sort of thing that would make our lives meaningful. 

That striving cannot succeed. Thus some of the central 

endeavors in our lives are fruitless strivings. The 

centrality of fruitless endeavor in our lives very 
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naturally leads to the view that our lives themselves 

are absurd, I suggest in the final chapter. 

This preface would be incomplete if I did not 

acknowledge my debt to Keith Lehrer, Ronald Milo, and 

Jeffrie Murphy. Their advice and aid made this project 

possible. 
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ABSTRACT 

In this essay I defend a skeptical thesis about 

the meaning of life: I argue that a meaningful life is 

impossible. I begin by examining the attempts of several 

philosophers to dismiss questions of the possibility of 

a meaningful life as either senseless or havi~g an 

affirmative answer so obvious that serious philosophical 

scrutiny is rendered pointless. These philosophers, 

I argue, offer no conclusive arguments. 

I proceed to consider some skeptical arguments 

about the meaning of life. Although these arguments are 

suggestive, I maintain that they are undeveloped at 

crucial points, and thus unconvincing. 

To defend my skeptical thesis, I develop an 

account of a necessary condition for a meaningful life. 

I argue that in order for a person to have a meaningful 

life, he must be engaged in some activity of sufficient 

importance so that failure in that activity would con

stitute a good reason for feeling a painful retrospective 

attitude which I call remorse. 

I argue that one is justified in feeling remorse, 

in my sense, only when one fails in the attempt to realize 

some desire for a categorical good, that is, a desire for 

something which is good independently of how one happens 
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to feel about it. I argue that we lack good reason 

for thinking that such justification exists. It follows 

that we lack good reason for feeling what I call 

remorse and thus for believing we might have a meaningful 

life. 
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CHAPTER I 

ARGUMENTS AGAINST SKEPTICISM 

There must be something peculiar about reflection 

on questions of the meaning of life. Even obsessively 

analytical philosophers are most wont to respond to such 

questions with a smirk. Still judgments of meaning in 

life are nothing unusual. A person's life may for the 

most part consist of mindless labor which he hates and 

whose product is of no use to anyone. His life would 

commonly be judged to be less meaningful than that of 

someone else who, for example, made full use of his mag

nificent artistic talents, creating great masterpieces 

which delight the world. The possibility of making at 

least these comparative judgments about meaning thus 

seems entrenched in commonsense. It is open to us to 

learn what sense it makes to talk of life'S meaning. 

Let's start by imagining a skeptic about life's 

meaning, someone who denies the possibility of a meaning

ful life. We'll make our skeptic atheistically motivated. 

He reasons that anything worth doing is only worth doing 

because it is part of God's plan. If God doesn't exist, 

then there is no such thing as his plan, and there could 

be nothing worth doing. If nothing is worth doing, life 
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has no meaning. The atheistic skeptic need only add the 

premise that God does not exist in order to get the 

conclusion that life is meaningless. 

A skeptic might go even further than our atheistic 

skeptic, maintaining that our lives are meaningless 

whether God exists or not. I am not in the business here 

of adjudicating conflicts between the varieties of 

skepticism. I am considering atheistic skepticism because 

it is one variety of skepticism, a variety which has been 

the subject of much attack. 

By getting a feel for the conflict between the 

skeptic and his opponent, we should be able to refine our 

sense for the philosophical issues at stake in questions 

of the meaning of life. By noticing the weakness of 

attacks on skepticism, we should develop a sense that 

these philosophical issues need investigation, no matter 

how funny they might be. 

R.M. Hare's Anti-skeptical Arguments 

One of the most distinguished opponents of 

skepticism about the meaning of life is R.M. Hare. (Hare, 

pp. 97-103) Hare imagines that there is an easy way to 

dispose of skeptical positions. He maintains that 

virtually nobody can honestly state the thesis that 

nothing matters, that nothing is important. Unless a 

person is "psychologically abnormal," Hare suggests, 
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he lacks the ability to not care about things. "As 

a matter of empirical fact," says Hare, "man is a 

valuing creature." (Hare, p. 102) Any healthy 

person who denies that he values things, that he 

cares about things, is dishonest, Hare warns. (Hare, 

p. 102) There is no problem extracting an argument 

that life is meaningful from Hare's line of reasoning. 

If Hare is correct, we cannot avoid caring about 

things. But if we care about things, we regard some 

things as worth doing. If some things are worth doing, 

a meaningful life is at least possible, for a meaningful 

life could be nothing but one in which a person did 

things worth doing. Thus the thesis that life is not 

meaningful is unavailable even to the would be skeptics 

among us. The atheistic skeptic must admit that God 

makes no difference to life's having a meaning. He 

would care about things whether God exists or not. 

The truth of Hare's account would require the 

rejection of atheistic skepticism and every other form 

of skepticism about the meaning of life as well. But 

notice that Hare's argument doesn't undermine the 

skeptical position in either of these straightforward 

ways. It doesn't directly show that the skeptic has 
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the wrong analysis of a meaningful life. Nor does it 

directly show that contrary to the skeptic's belief, 

the conditions for a meaningful life as he conceives them 

can be satisfied. Hare~s method of attack is something 

different, something like a reductio. He goes to great 

lengths to show that the skeptical position cannot be 

consistently maintained. 

Certainly it must be conceded that if. Hare has 

unearthed an inconsistency in the skeptic's position, 

then the skeptical thesis is refuted. But Hare attempts 

nothing of the sort. On the most ambitious interpreta

tion of Hare's argument, he purports to show merely that 

a person advocating the "nothing matters" thesis, if 

he has a normal psychological constitution, is embroiled 

in some inconsistency. Now that inconsistency might 

embarrass a proponent of the. "nothing matters" thesis, 

but I fail to see why it should cast doubt on the thesis 

itself. 

We can imagine that it is a fact of our psychology 

that "deep down," every normal person believes that he is 

loved by his mother. The unavoidability of that belief, 

however, would have no bearing on its truth value, or 

even on whether the belief was justified. In general, 

there is no automatic connection between the unavoida

bility of a belief and its truth or warrant. At most 
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Hare shows that the belief that something matters is 

unavoidable. But that adds little lustre to the belief's 

credentials, and thus leaves us with no basis for deriving 

the conclusion that life is meaningful. 

There is an alternative way of viewing Hare's 

argument, perhaps a more charitable way of viewing the 

argument. A sufficient condition for its being the case 

that something matters, Hare might suggest, is that a 

person care about something. As a matter of fact, people 

do care about things. Hence something matters. One 

might suppose, further, that all that is required for a 

life to be meaningful is that things should matter 

in that life. A person can care about things even if 

God does not exist. Thus even if God does not exist, 

Hare might aver, there might be something that matters 

and meaningful lives. 

No doubt Hare identifies a standard whereby our 

lives can be viewed as meaningful, namely, the standard 

which says that a life is meaningful when it contains 

things that a person cares about. But why should we 

think that the standard Hare identifies is correct? 

The skeptic may feel that the question has been 

begged against him. Assuming a standard which says that 

something matters when a person cares about that thing, 

Hare appeals to that standard to show that his opponent 
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is wrong in denying that something matters. The 

assertion of Hare's standard, however, is just equivalent 

to the denial of his opponent's thesis that nothing 

matters. To make progress against his opponent, Hare 

must do something he neglects: defend his view of when 

something matters. 

We can instigate doubt about Hare's thesis that 

our caring about things suffices to make it the case 

that something matters in a way that will make our lives 

meaningful by considering this case. Water threatens 

to burst through a crack developing in a dam. Millions 

face the peril of death by drowning. A quirk of fate 

has it that only Jones' body 'tV'ill serve to plug the 

crack; medical technology is sufficiently advanced to 

let Jones live years as a drain plug, dull life though 

that be. Suppose that Jones is a deeply moral person, 

a saint. Then we can imagine that by living as a drain 

plug, Jones is doing something that he cares about. 

Still, I'd say that Jones' life is not meaningful. No 

matter what he wants to do, or what is morally good to 

do, the life of a drain plug is too much a waste of his 

potent~al as a person to count as a meaningful life. 

Indeed, it is natural to say of Jones that he is sacri

ficing his life. What sort of sacrifice would he be 

making if the life of a drain plug were a meaningful life? 
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The drain plug case illustrates the plausibility 

of an assumption that the skeptic makes against Hare: 

that there are objective constraints on what can count 

as a concern adequate to a meaningful life. If Jones' 

drain plug concern cannot lead to a meaningful life, then 

not just any concern can lead to a meaningful life. What 

are the criteria of a concern's being relevant to a 

meaningful life? The atheistic skeptic offer.s one--that 

the concern be properly linked with God's plan. Later 

I will consider alternatives. But so long as there seem 

to be some limitations on what concerns can lead to a 

meaningful life, we cannot assume, along with the Harean 

argument, that a person has the basis for a meaningful 

life just in virtue of having concerns. 

It is worthwhile considering the epistemological 

analogue to the Harean argument against the doubter of 

a meaningful life. As I have developed the Harean 

position, it maintains that so long as someone really 

cares about something, something matters in that person's 

life, and the life can thereby be meaningful. Similarly, 

one might say against the skeptic concerning epistemic 

certainty, that so long as a person holds a belief with 

utter conviction, he has achieved certainty with respect 

to that belief. Such a response to the skeptic is un

convincing, because it fails to engage the skeptic~s 
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contention that there is more to certainty than the 

subjective feeling of conviction. The response just begs 

the question against the skeptic, assuming that the 

skeptic's standard for certainty is defective. More 

importantly, the response fails to take seriously what 

is intuitive in the skeptical position: that certainty 

requires more than a subjective feeling of conviction. 

Similarly, the contention that the mere exist~nce of 

concern can ground a meaningful life begs the question 

against the skeptic, because it just assumes the inade

quacy of the skeptical standard. Also, such a position 

fails to address wha't is plausible in the skeptical 

position, that sometimes a person's life is not meaningful 

even though he is engaged in activity that he cares about. 
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Hare might avoid some of these problems by insisting 

that he would not maintain that it suffices for meaning

fulness that a person engage in some activity that he 

cares about. To have a meaningful life, Hare might 

maintain, a person must engage in enough of the activity 

that he cares about. As a drain plug, Jones does not 

engage in enough of the activity that he cares about. 

Perhaps, then, Hare need not be committed to saying that 

Jones' life is meaningful. 

Of course, we must now wonder what it is for a 

person to be engaged in "enough" of the activity that 



he cares about. SurelYr that cannot amount to a person 

being engaged in doing everything that he wants to do. 

I doubt that Hare would say that a person·s life is 

meaningless unless he is doing whatever he wants. What, 

then, is enough? 

One might suppose that it is at least a sufficient 

condition for a meaningful life that a person do what

ever he cares about. Let us call a life in which a 

person does whatever he cares about an ideally meaningful 

life. Then we may add that in general, a meaningful life 

resembles an ideally meaningful life in certain relevant 

respects. If even that much were true, the atheistic 

skeptic would be defeated, for a meaningful life would 

be possible without God. 

Dwell a bit on how the champion of this last 

view might identify the resemblance relating a meaning

ful life to an ideally meaningful life. A sheer 

quantitative criterion of resemblance leaps to mind. 

One might say that a meaningful life resembles an ideally 

meaningful life inasmuch as a person does at least a lot 

of what he cares about. 

Upon reflection, the sheer quantitative criterion 

loses appeal. What seems relevant to meaningfulness is 

not how many of a personts cares are satisfied, but 

which of his cares are satisfied. This suggests a 
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restriction on the abov,e account. One might say that a 

meaningful life resembles an ideally meaningful inasmuch 

as a person satisfies a lot of the desires which matter 

most to him. 

I think that the restricted quantitative account 

is very attractive, and that many people think in its 

terms. So it is important to see just why the skeptic 

rejects that account. 

The skeptic will maintain that no resemblance 

to an ideally meaningful life need be adequate to make a 

meaningful life, indeed that an ideally meaningful life, 

in our stipulated sense, need not be meaningful. 

The skeptic would do well to begin by asking us 

to consider the life of a content elephant. An elephant 

might have a life in which all of the desires which 

matter most to it are satisfied, but even the non-skeptic 

will likely admit that the elephant does not thereby have 

a meaningful life. We might be tempted to say that the 

elephant has a more meaningful life than a similarly 

contented frog. But I think that the source of this 

temptation is just that an elephant has a life which 
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more closely approximates our conception of a meaningful 

life than does a frog. Perhaps because of the compara

tive richness of the elephant's social and emotional life, 

or· because of the comparative high level of intelligence 



in the elephant's mental and behavioral life, we regard 

its life as more like the ideal version of our own than 

is the frog's. 

Notice that these judgments of meaningfulness 

which compare the elephant's life to the frog's cannot 

be based on Harean consideration. By hypothesis, both 

the elephant and the frog are engaged in the activity 

which matters most to themi their highest preferences 

are realized. But these two creatures are still 

distinguished by the content of their concerns and the 

worth of their activities. There is a qualitative 

difference between the elephant's concerns and what he 

does as against the frog's concerns and activities. 

The skeptic might say that the elephant's life 

comes closer to meaningfulness than does the frog's 

while denying that the life is meaningful. The quality 

of his concerns and activity is not of the right sort 

to be meaningful. What sort of concern and action can 

lead to a meaningful life? Concern to carry out God's 

plan and action which strives toward that end. 

And so, against Hare, our skeptic might say that 

not just anything which matters to a person need be of 

the sort which might lead to a meaningful life. Caring, 

having a concern, is not enough. Everything depends on 

what the concern is like. When a·person leads a 
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meaningful life, his concerns must at least satisfy 

certain objective criteria. According to the atheistic 

skeptic, the concern must satisfy a criterion that is 

independent of a person's feelings, namely, the concern 

must be properly based in God's plan. Secular skeptics 

may offer different criteria. 

12 

It is interesting that Hare's article is a 

recounting of a conversation with a student who had fallen 

into despair about worth in his life after reading some 

of the Existentialist literature. The student's despair 

is unwarranted, Hare suggests, because the student cannot 

help but care about things, and hence must concede that 

there is real value in his life, nothing to despair about. 

Hare tells us that as a matter of fact, his argument alla~ 

ed the student's anxiety. But had the student been on 

his toes, he could have persisted in feeling bad. He 

could have answered Hare by saying that he knows he cares 

about things, but expressed doubt that care is good 

enough to lead to a worthwhile life. 

Kurt Baier's Anti-skeptical Arguments 

Attacks against the atheistic skeptic are also 

marshalled by Kurt Baier (Baier,PP. 47-63) and Paul 

Edwards (Edward~·pp. 87~6). These two philosophers 

suggest that the skeptic embraces an 
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artificially high standard for a meaningful life, since 

that standard essentially links a meaningful life to the 

existence of God. Against the skeptic, Baier and Edwards 

suggest that commonsense makes available a more modest 

standard for a meaningful life, a standard which can be 

satisfied even if God does not exist. 

Judgments of the meaningfulness of a life, 

according to Baier, are comparative: 

When we ask ~hether a given life was or was not 
worthwhile, then we must take into consideration 
the range of worthwhileness which ordinary lives 
normally cover. Our end poles of the scale must 
be the best possible and the worst possible life 
that one finds. A good and worthwhile life is 
one that is well above average. A bad one is well 
below. (Baier, p. 60) 

I am not sure Baier accurately speaks his mind in this 

passage, though it seems to me a crucial passage for the 

articulation of his argument. A consequence of what 

Baier says here is that most of our lives are not "good 

and worthwhile." For Baier says that a good and worth-

while life is well above average. By definition of 

"average," it seems that comparatively few lives can 

be well above average. Hence it seems that on Baier's 

account, most lives are not good and worthwhile. 

It would be a surprise if a philosopher in 

league with commonsense on the issue of the meaning of 

life were to endorse the position that most of our lives 

are not meaningful. Yet it seems that Baier is committed 



to this position, since he identifies a meaningful life 

as a worthwhile life. 

Perhaps Baier would distinguish between a 

14 

merely worthwhile life and a life which is both good and 

worthwhile. He could then maintain that a meaningful 

life need only be worthwhile, and that an average life is 

worthwhile. Of course, Baier would then be able to 

coherently maintain, along with commonsense, that most 

of our lives are meaningful. 

At any rate, Baier's solution to the problem of 

the meaning of life is to insist that judgments of mean

ingfulness are essentially comparative. A life is 

worthwhile (and therefore meaningful) when it compares 

in a certain way to the average life. On the most chari

table interpretation of Baier's argument, a somewhat 

strained interpretation, we may interpret Baier as 

saying that a worthwhile life is any life at least as 

worthwhile as the average life. We know that there are 

meaningful lives because we know that there are lives 

at least as worthwhile as the average. 

Baier's line of reasoning makes a dubious 

assumption, namely, that judgments of the worthwhileness 

of a life are comparative. Not all judgments of 

appraisal are comparative, however. For example, a 

judgment that something is a good X need not be compara

tive. Who is a good swallower of planets? I suppose 
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each of us is at least as good as swallower of planets 

as the average swallower of planets, but none of us is 

good. So the judgment of appraisal, that someone is a 

good swallower of planets, is not comparative. Now why 

should we think that the judgment of appraisal, that some

one has a worthwhile life, is comparative? Perhaps we 

all lead lives not worthwhile. 

It is a logical possibility that we all lead 

lives not worthwhile. Suppose that due to some genetic 

quirk and some other unhappy facts, we were all eagerly 

engaged in some drudgery, like perpetually pushing a 

Sisyphysean boulder up a hill. Perhaps, then, none of 

our lives would be worthwhile. 

I am not suggesting, at least at this point, 

that our lives really do consist in some Sisyphsean 

drudgery that we enjoy only because of illusion. I am 

merely pointing out a logical possibility. If that 

possibility were realized, then none of our lives would 

be worthwhile, even though they would all be at least 

average. Hence Baier's assumption that judgments of 

worthwhileness of a life are comparative must be rejected. 

And so his attack on the skeptic fails, too. 

Baier has other suggestions he hopes will 

illuminate the problem of the meaning of life. He reminds 

us of a distinction between an internal and an external 

sense of IIpurpose. II (Baier, p. 52) 



When someone has a purpose for what some 

other person does, then there is some external purpose 

for what the person does, Baier observes; on the other 

hand, when a person does something to achieve some 

purpose that he sets for himself, then there is an 

internal purpose for what he does. Baier suggests that 

the non-existence of God or of some cosmic scheme 

might deprive us of some purpose in the external sense, 

but that the non-existence of God or a cosmic scheme 

need have no bearing on our capacity to have purpose in 

the internal sense. After laying this background, Baier 

makes his philosophical move against the skeptic about 

the meaning of life. If one mistakenly supposes that 

deprivation of purpose for what he does in the external 

sense ipso facto deprives a person of purpose for what 
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he does in the internal sense, then a person might regard 

the non-existence of God as depriving his life of all 

purpose, Baier warns us. Similarly, if one confuses 

the external sense of purpose with the internal sense, 

then one might regard the non-existence of God as de

priving us of purpose in our lives, instead merely of 

depriving us of external purpose. Baier suggests that 

those who think that the meaning of life is connected 

with God, like our atheistic skeptic, are afflicted by 

one of these confusions about internal and external 

purpose. 



We can applaud Baier for alerting us to these 

confusions about purpose while insisting that our 

atheistic skeptic and other skeptics need not fall prey 

to the confusions. Certainly we can have some purpose 

for what we do even if God does not exist, admits the 

atheistic skeptic, but he thinks that purposes need not 

be worthwhile. This sentiment of the atheistic skeptic 

is easy to understand. Imagine that you are a social 

person, and that suddenly you find that you are the only 

person alive in the world. You could still act with 

purpose. For example, you could shave your legs on 

purpose. But you might think that with nobody left in 

the world, there is no purpose worth acting on. Or 

imagine that you suddenly find yourself to be a para

plegic. You might still do some things on purpose p but 

think that no purpose is really worth acting on. So 
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the atheistic skeptic admits Baier's distinction between 

internal and external purpose while denying that it 

solves any problems. The non-existence of God deprives 

us of a basis for internal purpose of the sort that might 

lead to a meaningful life, claims the atheistic skeptic. 

Paul Edwards' Anti-skeptical Arguments 

Like Hare and Baier, Edwards offers his own 

standard for a meaningful or worthwhile life. But 

Edwards distinguishes between a subjective and an 



objective sense of "worthwhile life." 

In the subjective sense, saying that a person's 
life is worthwhile simply means that he is attached 
to some goals which he does not consider trivial 
and that these goals are attainable for him. In 
declaring that somebody's life is worthwhile in the 
objective sense, one is saying that he is attached 
to certain goals which are both attainable and of 
positive value. (Edwards, pp. 94-95) 

As Edwards notices, the subjective sense of a worthwhile 

life shoudl not interest the skeptic. A person's life 

might be worthwhile in this subjective sense even though 

he suffers gross illusion about the worth of his life. 

Clearly it is Edwards' objective sense of a worthwhile 

life that deserves the attention of the skeptic. 

Edwards takes it as obvious that some of us 

have goals which are attainable and of positive value. 

He notes that a skeptic about the meaning of life ,he 

calls our atheistic skeptic "the pessimist ll
) might agree 

with him that a worthwhile life would be one in which a 

person had goals which were both attainable and of 

positive value, but that the skeptic would deny that our 

lives are of this sort. Indeed! 

Aligning himself with the "ordinary man," Edwards 

explains how he differs from the skeptic: 

• • • the situation may be characterized by saying 
that the ordinary man and the pessimist do not mean 
the same by "worthwhile," or that they do mean the 
same in that they both use it as a positive value 
expression but that their standards are different: 
the standards of the pessimist are very much more 
demanding than the standards of the ordinary man. 
(Edwards, p. 95) 
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The stated aim in Edwards' article is to "appraise 

pessimism." All he can say against the pessimist, 

however, is that the pessimist means something different 

than does the ordinary man by "worthwhile life," or that 

the pessimist and the ordinary man embrace different 

standards for a worthwhile life. 

Edwards' manner of defusing skepticism is 

~ttractive. He suggests that either the skeptic means 

something different by "worthwhile life" than does the 

ordinary man, or the skeptic merely employs different 

standards for a worthwhile life than does the ordinary 

man.. In either case, skepticism seems to lose its 

punch. If the skeptic and ordinary man mean something 

different by "worthwhile life," then there is no real 

disagreement between them about whether life is worth

while. The skeptic and the ordinary man speak of 

different subjects when they use "worthwhile life." 
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Since they speak of different subjects, there is nothing 

to disagree about. On the other hand, if all that 

happens in a dispute between the skeptic and the ordinary 

man is that they appeal to different standards for a 

worthwhile life, then there is no real dispute at all: 

instead there is must embracing of different standards 

of appraisal. 
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The skeptic need not be moved by Edwards' 

arguments. Even if Edwards is correct in suggesting that 

the skeptic and the ordinary man employ different stan

dards for a worthwhile life, that would not show that 

there is anything defective in the skeptical standards. 

To embarass the skeptic, Edwards must show the superior

ity of ordinary standards over skeptical standards, not 

merely their difference. Yet not only does Edwards 

neglect to argue for the superiority of ordinary standards 

over skeptical standards: he also neglects to explain 

ordinary standards in a way that would allow us to compare 

their merits against skeptical standards. Edwards tells 

us little, except that employment of the ordinary stan

dards results in the judgment that most of our lives are 

worthwhile. That is too thin a description to form the 

basis of a comparison with skeptical standards. 

Further, we must doubt Edwards' claim that the 

skeptic and the ordinary man mean something different by 

"worthwhile life." Edwards does, of course, point out 

that the ordinary man and the skeptic differ in their 

judgments of a worthwhile life, but that does not suffice 

to show that there are different meanings employed for 

the phrase. Two persons with different background be

liefs may employ a word with meaning invariance, though 

they use the word to talk about different objects. For 

example, suppose that Jones and Smith both use the word 
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"water," but Jones lives in a pre-scientific era and 

Smith is a contemporary chemist. Then Jones might use 

"water" to refer to any colorless liquid found in 

lakes, while Smith might reasonably decline to call all 

such colorless liquid "water," since he knows that a 

colorless liquid need not be H20. That Jones and Smith 

mean the same thing by water is shown by the fact if 

Jones were to learn of contemporary science, then he 

would agree with Smith about application of the term. 

That two people apply a term to different objects, then, 

does not show that they mean different things by that 

term. So just because the skeptic and the ordinary man 

differ in their applications of the term "worthwhile 

life," we need not infer that they mean different things 
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by th~t term. Perhaps, like Smith and Jones, the skeptic 

and the ordinary man use a term to mean the same thing, 

but one of them is wrong in what he uses the term to apply 

to. 

The conclusion of our discussion of Edwards is 

not exciting: Edwards does not discredit skepticism. 

Perhaps, as Edwards suggests, the skeptic and the 

ordinary man use different standards for judging a 

worthwhile life, but that would not show that the 

skeptical standard was wrong. Indeed, Edwards argues 

only for the difference of the skeptical and ordinary 

standards, and says nothing to foster a comparison of 



merits. Moreover, Edwards' semantical thesis, that the 

skeptic and the ordinary man mean something different 

by "worthwhile life" is not convincing. So skepticism 

remains unrefuted. 
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CHAPTER II 

TWO SKEPTICAL PHILOSOPHERS 

Skepticism about the meaning of life is due more 

serious consideration. Richard Taylor and Thomas Nagel 

are philosophers who seriously advocate skeptical theses 

about meaning and life. Taylor rather straightforwardly 

argues that our lives are not meaningful, while Nagel 

defends the different thesis that human life is absurd. 

I think we will find that Nagel's thesis is both inter

esting in itself and relevant to our more basic issue of 

skepticism about the meaning of life. After a critical 

consideration of Taylor's account, I'll return to a 

discussion of Nagel. 

Taylor on the Meaning of Life 

Richard Taylor baldly asserts that although 

a person's life may seem meaningful to him, a life is 

never really meaningful. A meaningful life, Taylor 

maintains, is one whose activity has significant cul

mination; in a meaningless life, by contrast, pointless 

activity predominates. (Taylor, p. 260) To 

illustrate a meaningless life, Taylor discusses the 

mythical Sispyhtis, who 
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betrayed divine secrets to mortals, and for this 
was condemned by the gods to roll a stone to the 
top of a hill, the stone then immediately to roll 
back down, again to be pushed to the top by Sisyphus, 
to roll down once more, and so on again and again 
forever. (Taylor, pp. 256-57) 

What makes the life of Sisyphus meaningless, Taylor 

maintains, is that his toil produces nothing of lasting 

value. 

So oppressive looms the pointlessness in Sisyphus' 

life that few could find meaning or value in it. Yet 

Taylor would have us imagine how the life would at least 

seem meaningful to Sisyphus. He suggests we imagine that 

the gods "waxed perversely merciful by implanting in 

(Sisyphus) a strange and irrational impulse; namely a 

compulsive impulse to roll stones." (Taylor, p. 259). 

(The gods create this impulse by installing an alien 

substance in Sisyphus' veins.) Sisyphus' life is now 

meaningful to him, according to Taylor, because "he 

is satisfying a keen and unappeasable desire to roll 

stones." (Taylor, p. 259) Under the distorting 

influence of the alien substance, Sisyphus views his 

toil, which in fact is pointless, as valuable. 

Assessing Taylor's position requires clarity 

about pointlessness. One gloss on pointlessness he 

dwells upon at great length is related to time. Taylor 

identifies the pointlessness of an activity with the 

transi"ence of its intended product. Since Sisyphus' 
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stone has such a short stay on top of the hill, he 

achieves nothing that lasts. The short stay of the rock 

shows that Sisyphus achieves nothing by his toil, that 
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his activity is pointless. There are, then, some apparent 

cases of pointlessness being linked to transience. 

Still I think that the model of pointlessness as 

transience exaggerates the importance of duration. An 

activity's worth is not always best measured by the 

duration of its product's life. Considerations of novelty 

aside, there is no reason to think that building an in

destructible cigarette case has more of a point than 

building a house that will last only a generation. 

Certainly activity whose point is to achieve something 

that lasts is rendered pointless by not lasting. A 

person who donates his kidney only to see the recipient 

immediately afterward destroyed in an auto wreck may 

regard the short life of its product as lessening his 

action's value. But not all activity with a point is 

activity whose product must last. Consider performing 

a musical piece, climbing a mountain, having sex. None 

of these things last, but that seems irrelevant to their 

point. 

Despite the space that he devotes to elaborating 

the temporal interpretation, Taylor's argument does not 

require identifying pointlessness with transience. The 

crux of the argument is in comparing us with 



Sisyphus. (Taylor, p. 265) Taylor's argument 

should be viewed as analogical in form. Sisyphus' 

life is meaningless because pointless; our lives 

are like Sisyphus' in relevant respects; hence our 

lives are meaningless because pointless. But what are 

the relevant respects in which our lives are like 

Sisyphus'? 

What's important about Sisyphus is not that his 

activity lacks lasting value, but rather that" it is 

entirely lacking in value, no matter how he feels as a 

result of divine derangement. Free from the distorting 

impulse of compulsive desire, Sisyphus could see his 

rolling stones for what it is worth: nothing. Likewise, 

if we "in imagination disengage our will from our lives 

and disregard the deep interest each man has in his own 

existence," we will see the pointlessness of our 

activities and hence our lives, suggests Taylor. 

(Taylor, p. 256) 

Taylor is thus contending that like Sisyphus, 

it is only because we are affected by our desires that 

we see any point or value in our activity. If we dis

engage our wills from our activities, if we in imagination 

distance ourselves from our desires, Taylor maintains, 

then the activities we now find valuable and to have a 

point will seem to lose that status. Further, Taylor 

supposes that the true worth of our activities is 
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properly gauged only by distancing ourselves from our 

desires, since he maintains that our lives and activities 

are meaningless, and that the way we determine their 

meaninglessness is by attempting to find their point while 

distancing ourselves from desire connected to our 

activity. All such attempts yield nothing. 

A contrast of Taylor with Hare is interesting. 

Hare thinks he can show us that our lives are meaningful 

by reminding us that we care about things, that we deeply 

want some things. Taylor thinks he can show us that our 

lives are not meaningful by getting us to forget cares 

and desires. Is what we care about a distorting influence 

in judgments of life's worth, as Taylor suggests? Or 

is what we care about something upon which we must focus , 

to appreciate life's worth, as Hare might suggest? 

Commonsense seems to side against Taylor. 

Sisyphus' stone rolling desire is rightly labeled by 

Taylor as a compulsion. The fact that all Sisyphus' 

energy is devoted to a mere compulsion may be adduced 

to support the contention that his life lacks meaning. 

But many of us discharge the bulk of our energy in pur-

suit of the satisfaction of non-compulsive desire. 

Such desire is not obviously tainted with irrationality, 

like Sisyphus'. Why should we be required to disengage 

our wills from non-compulsive desire when assessing the 

worth of our activities? Without a reason for such 



disengagement, however, the analogy with Sisyphus grows 

dim. 

The commonsense response may be inadequate. 

Taylor is objecting that the judgment that an activity 
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is worthwhile should not be affected at all by the desires 

of the judge; a truly objective judgment is independent of 

our wants. A desire need not be compulsive, Taylor 

might maintain, in order for it to be irrelevant to 

judgments of worth. Hence, he might conclude, that to 

the extent the appearance of our activities as worthwhile 

is dependent on our desiring those activities, our lives 

and activities merely seem meaningful to us and are not 

really meaningful. 

In thinking about judgmental objectivity, it is 

important not to be misled by the model of reasonable 

belief concerning truth. It seems at first easy to 

imagine beliefs reasonable to hold independently of 

desire. A person who is appeared to redly, for example, 

is often said to be at least prima facie justified in 

believing there to be a red object before him, no matter 

what he desires. One might view judgments regarding the 

worth of activity similarly. For an activity to have a 

point or be worthwhile is for it to be reasonable to do 

that activity. Just as we seemingly found beliefs 

reasonable to hold independently of desire, so there 

might be activity reasonable to do independently of 



desire. But the activities in which we actually engage 

are not of this sort, Taylor could argue. 
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The model of belief reasonable to hold indepemently 

of desire is too simple, however. Consider a person with 

no desire for truth or knowledge. We cannot assume it 

would be reasonable for him to believe that there is 

something red before him on the basis of being appeared 

to redly. We must at minimum know something about what 

he aims to achieve in belief before we can know what it 

is reasonable for him to believe. 

Taylor's recommendation of an Archimedean point 

independent of desire as the proper vantage from which 

to judge worth gets him into trouble. We have no access 

to judgments made independently of desire. There is 

difficulty in saying what judgment it is reasonable for 

a person to make without knowing toward what end he aims 

in jUdging. But if he has any aims at all, he thereby 

has desires. The possession of desire, therefore, seems 

essential to rendering a reasonable judgment of an 

activity's meaninglessness or pointlessness. Hence 

Taylor's eschewing desire apparently deprives him of a 

basis for making judgments of life's objective meaning

lessness. 

To avoid this problem Taylor might broaden his 

account so that objective judgment need not be entirely 

disengaged from desire. If the account is broadened, 
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then Taylor owes us a reasoned distinction between desire 

which detracts from objectivity and that which doesn't. 

In particular he must explain why those desires which 

make our activities seem meaningful must be abandoned in 

objective judgment. 

At this point it is clear that Taylor's standard 

of objectivity demands too much. One cannot convincingly 

impugn the value of our lives by appealing to standards 

of worth whose literal sense is doubtful, but that is 

precisely what Taylor tries. 

Still I find appeal in Taylor's position. It 

alerts us to how judgments of worth are suspiciously 

dependent on accidents of desire. Perhaps not just any 

desire which assails a person can serve as a basis for 

worthwhile action or a meaningful life. Nevertheless a 

person who feels the pull of some desire which is 

deficient in value may, under that desire's distorting 

influence, see himself as engaged in activity that will 

lead to a meaningful life. 

A meaningful life must contain action worth 

doing. As Taylor points out, worthwhile action must 

spring from motivation more sterling than Sisyphus' 

compulsive desire. The task of learning the nature of 

that basis remains. 



Nagel On Absurdity 

Reflection on Nagel's argument that human life 

is absurd should deepen our understanding of the condi

tions for a meaningful life. It is natural to see a 

connection between meaninglessness and absurdity, I 

think. It seems plausible that a person's life is 

absurd when it is meaningless and he adopts certain 

attitudes incongruous with the fact of meaninglessness. 

Nagel does not put matters in those terms. He views our 

lives as absurd because of a pervasive conflict between 

the seriousness with which we take our lives and the 

arbitrariness of the concerns which characterize our 

lives. (Nagel, p. 137) Suppose that Nagel adequately 

defends his view. Then we should be able to call from 

his defense a grasp of what it is about our lives that 

would make a serious attitude conflict with the facts. 

If a serious attitude conflicts with the facts, then 

perhaps our lives are deficient in some way that 

prevents their warranting seriousness. So if we cannot 

congruously take our lives seriously, perhaps they are 

deficient in meaning. At any rate, that is the connection 

betwe~n meaninglessness and absurdity that makes Nagel's 

article seem relevant here. 

People commonly judge something or other 

absurd; yet rarely do these judgments concern life 
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itself. Nagel reminds us of some everyday judgments of 

absurdity: 

someone gives a complicated speech in support of 
a motion that has already passed; a notorious 
criminal is made president of a major philantrophic 
foundation; you declare your love over the phone 
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to a recorded announcement; as you are being knighted, 
your pants fall down. (Nagel, p. 157) 

What distinguishes each of these cases, Nagel maintains, 

is a discrepancy between pretension or aspiration and 

reality. Indeed, Nagel suggests that generally, ab-

surdity consists of a conflict between pretension or 

aspiration and reality. (Nagel, pp. 157-59) 

Nagel's analysis of absurdity seems on target 

for the cases that he mentions. In each case there is a 

seriousness which the involved person, in retrospect, 

would find embarrassing. Seriousness is just silly, 

given the facts. A conspicuous feature of the kind of 

case Nagel presents is the essential role of ignorance. 

The serious attitudes seem possible only in virtue of 

ignorance of some relevant empirical facts. The 

question will arise whether absurdity always requires 

ignorance. 

In Nagel's brief article, the central problem is 

the absurdity of life, and he can give comparatively 

little attention to the analysis of absurdity itself. I 

suppose that Nagel wants to say just enough about 
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absurdity to get his thesis that life is absurd off the 

ground. Still the analysis must be subjected to critical 

scrutiny. Inadequacies in the analysis, I think, con

tribute to a lack of cogency in Nagel's argument. 

For example, imagine that during the recent London 

riots, a rebel's wife is captured by the police. The 

grieving husband, Jones, decides to attempt a rescue, 

despite knowing that the odds against his success are 

impossible. A friend might counsel that a rescue 

attempt would be absurd. Perhaps what is meant is that 

Jones would be absurd for attempting the rescue. Or 

perhaps what is meant is that the rescue attempt itself 

would be absurd. But there is no apparent need for the 

pretension or seriousness Nagel associates with absurdity. 

The husband knows that he has no chance of success and 

makes no pretence otherwise. Nevertheless he insists on 

making the rescue attempt because he believes that doing 

so is his duty as a good husband. One may deem Jones 

irrational for acting in this manner, but then one would 

admit the possibility of the action. Hence we seem to 

have a case of absurdity without conflict between pre

tension and fact. There are other cases. For example, a 

man comes to believe and urge inductive skepticism. He 

tells you that there is no reason to believe that the 

sun will rise tomorrow. You call his claim absurd. 



Need a ground for your charge be that you find something 
I 

too pretensious or serious? 

A variety of responses are available to Nagel 

here. First he might point out that his analysis of 

absurdity is that absurdity consists in a conflict 

between pretension or aspiration and reality, not merely 
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a conflict between pretension and reality. By emphasizing 

the aspiration component in his analysis, Nagel may be 

able to circumvent at least those problems raised by the 

case of Jones. There seems to be a clear conflict 

between Jones' aspiration of saving his wife and reality. 

The aspiration angle on the analysis of absurdity 

strikes me as promising. In Nagel's short article, he 

says nothing by way of explaining how aspirations can 

conflict with reality in a way that fosters absurdIty. 

The great bulk of Nagel's discussion of absurdity, a 

discussion of the absurdity of life, gives no explicit 

place to the element of aspiration in absurdity. Instead 

Nagel emphasizes the conflict between seriousness and 

reality, a conflict that seems a mere matter of pretension. 

But think how helpful the aspiration model seems 

for understanding an evidentally paradigm case of an 

absurd life, the life consisting of Sisyphus' pointless 

rolling of his boulder. The inevitable frustration of 

Sisyphus' labor seems to bear on the absurdity of his 

life. In my final chapter, I'll elaborate an analysis 



of absurdity in which the frustration of aspiration 

plays a key role. 

Nagel might also respond to the Jones case by 

denying that my description of it makes sense. If Jones 

were really trying to save his wife, Nagel might 

maintain, he must at least believe that he can; that 

belief, it might be maintained, constitutes a pretension 

with conflicts with reality. And so contrary to my 

description of Jones, he really does exhibit some pre

tension qualifying him as absurd on Nagel's analysis, it 

might be concluded. 

This last response raises some complicated 

questions about the possibility of intending the impos

sible. Later, when I develop an analysis of absurdity, 

I'II address these questions. I'II argue that, contrary 

to the above response, it is possible to intend the 

impossible, to intend what one believes that he cannot 

do. 

So eventually I'II further examine the concept 
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of absurdity. Right now let's see whether Nagel has 

enough of the concept to make the case that life is absurd. 

The mundanely absurd situations discussed by 

Nagel arp unfortunate, if cammon, occurrences. It seems 

at least possible, however, that a person avoid these 

situations entirely. Still there is a respect in which 

absurdity is a feature of all our lives, independently of 



accidents of our personal histories, Nagel argues. 

Following Joel Feinberg, it is useful to make a 

distinction here. We may distinguish between absurd 

situations in life, i.e., the sort of situation Nagel's 

examples illustrate, and the absurdity of life itself. 

(Feinberg, p. 262) Of course, one might hold that there 

are absurd situations in life while denying that life 

itself is absurd. Nagel does not. Here's why. 

Nagel finds in human life a general and inevitable 

disparity between pretension and reality. Unfortunately 

he waffles a bit on the nature of the disparity. Here is 

his first statement of it: 

This condition is supplied, I shall argue, by 
the collision between the seriousness with which 
we take our lives and the perpetual possibility of 
taking everything about which we are serious as 
arbitrary, or open to doubt. (Nagel, p. 157) 

Only a few paragraphs later, however, he suggests that 

the defense of his thesis must proceed in two parts: 

first as regards the unavoidability of serious
ness; second as regards the inescapability of 
doubt. (Nagel, p. 157) 

Nagel sees the source of the seriousness as a conflict 

between seriousness and something. But what? First he 

says the possibility of doubt. Then he says the in-

evitability of doubt. There is vast differences between 

(merely) possible doubt and inevitable, hence actual 
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doubt. Later we'll be in a position to judge the 

importance of that difference and to pick a side. 

Nagel on Seriousness 

The problem with doubt can be further unravelled 

after we get a grip on Nagel's seriousness thesis. Just 

what does Nagel mean by saying that we take our lives 

seriously and why does he think that seriousness is 

unavoidable? 

Nagel asserts that we cannot avoid "making 
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choices which show that we take some things more seriously 

than others." (Nagel, p. 157). What makes seriousness 

unavoidable? Suppose that a person accepts the 

conclusion that all reasons for action are frivolous 

and all actions inconsequential. He then elects to do 

whatever Muhamar Khadafy says he should do, since it 

makes no difference anyway. Perhaps the original 

decision to follow Khadafy must have been serious. 

After that decision, why should he be serious about 

anything? 

Surprisingly Nagel himself endorses the 

possibility of a person eliminating seriousness from his 

life. (Nagel, p. 164) It will prove illuminating 

seeing just what Nagel thinks one would thereby 

eliminate. The suggested method for the elimination of 

seriousness is to intellectually identify with the 



perspective sub specie aeternitatas, concomitantly 

abandoning merely personal hopes and concerns. Nagel 

suggests that 

if someone simply allowed his individual animal 
nature to drift and respond to impulse, without 
making the pursuit of its need a central conscious 
aim, then he might, at considerable disassociative 
cost, achieve a life that was less absurd than 
most. (Nagel, p. 164) , 

For our purposes, the most interesting feature of this 

passage is the hint it provides as to what Nagel means 

by "seriousness." The person who avoids seriousness 

does not make even the pursuit of his animal impulses 
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a conscious aim. This suggests that it is the expenditure 

of energy in pursuit of a conscious aim that constitutes 

seriousness, on Nagel's view. 

Further substantiation for the thesis that Nagel 

identifies seriousness as the expenditure of energy in 

pursuit of a conscious aim is provided by his observation 

that we should think that people are serious about their 

lives because "They spend enormous quantities of energy, 

risk, and calculation on the details (of their lives)." 

(Nagel, p. 158) 

Without clarity about the nature of seriousness, 

it would be impossible to assess Nagel's argument that , 

life is absurd. The seriousness with which we take our 

lives, if Nagel is correct, must conflict with reality. 

On the surface, it is hard to see how seriousness might 

enter into a relation of conflicting. We have an idea 
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how propositions, sentences, facts, even states of affairs 

might conflict, because it seems plain how these entities 

enter into logical relations. But one must be uncom

fortable that talk of seriousness entering into a relation 

of conflict is metaphorical. This is a subject to which 

we must return. 

As I mentioned, it seems surprising that Nagel 

should admit the possibility of a person eliminating 

seriousness from his life. Nagel also argues that 

seriousness is inevitable, after all. But Nagel is care

ful to say that seriousness can be avoided only at 

considerable disassociative cost. The case he envisages 

where someone abandons seriousness involves a person 

completely given to impulse, a human vegetable. 

On Nagel's interpretation of seriousness, I find 

it plausible seriousness is an unavoidable part of our 

lives. That we can abandon seriousness is doubtful. To 

do so would be to forfeit our status as rational creatures, 

to eliminate an essential feature of our existence as 

persons. A rational creature makes choices on the basis 

of reasoned deliberation. His action is thus a reflection 

of his values, of what he takes -seriously. There is no 

reason to deem something given completely to impulse 

as a person. Indeed there is a question whether such a 

creature would be interestingly conscious. It could not, 

for example, (and Nagel's assumption to the contrary 
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notwithstanding) make the jUdgment that the basis of our 

action is arbitrary. For such a judgment would involve 

embracing intellectual standards, and that is incompatable 

with being given entirely to impulse. 

Thus if seriousness is construed, as Nagel seems 

to suggest, as the expenditure of considerable energy in 

pursuit of conscious aims, then it seems metaphysically 

necessary that we take things seriously. An essential 

feature of our existence, of being a person, is that one 

expend considerable energy in pursuit of conscious aims. 

Even if seriousness is not part of our essence, 

however, one might concede at least the factual necessity 

of seriousness. It is our psychological nature to devote 

energy to the pursuit of conscious aims: enslavement to 

the passions prevents doing otherwise. 

We must be careful here. It seems a peculiar 

variety of seriousness to which Nagel appeals when 

he says that our seriousness conflicts with reality. 

That variety involves pretension. Perhaps one could 

expend energy in the pursuit of conscious aims without 

being pretensious. We shall see. 

Nagel on Doubt 

Inevitability of seriousness is only half 

Nagel's story. The other half is his doubt thesis: 



humans have the special capacity of step back 
and survey themselves, and the lives to \'lhich 
they are committed, with that detached amazement 
that comes from watching an ant struggle up a 
heap of sand. Without developing the illusion 
that they are able to escape from their highly 
specific and idiosyncratic position, they can 
view it sub specie aeterni t'atis--and the view 
is at once comical and sobering. (Nagel, 
p. 158) 

The basis for engaging in doubt, according to Nagel, is 

the possession of a very special capacity. We can 
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view things from the perspective sub specie aeternitatis. 

I am reluctant to take Nagel literally here. After all, 

to see things from that perspective would be to see things 

as God does. Surely our intelligence and knowledge are 

too modest to permit so prodigious a feat. 

Perhaps the most plausible thing Nagel could be 

suggesting is that we have the capacity to view our 

lives with the detachment that would come with viewing 

things sub specie aeternitatis. We can suspend commit-

ment to life values. We then 

find that the whole system of justification that 
controls our choices and supports our claims to 
rationality, rest on responses and habits that 
we cannot defend without circularity. (Nagel, 
p. 159) 

In Nagel's eyes, the fact that we cannot defend our 

habits and systems of justification non-circularly is 

devastating. Circular justification he finds "useless." 

Since our systems of justification cannot be adequately 

defended, we must admit the impossibility of adequately 



42 

justifying our concerns or actions. From the perspective 

sub specie aeternitatis, we see this lack of cogent 

defense, and "recognize what we do as arbitrary." Notice 

Nagel's strong language: we recognize what we do as 

arbitrary. If we recognize what we do as arbitrary, it 

must be in fact arbitrary. I cannot imagine what it 

might mean to say that what we do is arbitrary except 

that there is no rational basis for preferring our action 

over some other action, that no action is itself superior 

or more valuable than any other. 

For Nagel this is enough to show the disparity he 

identifies with the absurd. We continue to take our

selves seriously despite finding that what we do is 

arbitrary. On the model of absurd situations in life 

Nagel has given us, absurdity occurs because of a dis

crepancy between some serious attitude and an external 

fact. For the absurdity of life, there is no conflict of 

our attitudes with something external, Nagel declares. 

Instead absurdity consists of a conflict occurring 

strictly within, the conflict between our seriousness 

and our viewing things as arbitrary. 

A striking feature of Nagel's argument is what 

its missing: a defense of its very contentious theory 

of justification. It is only because of certain alleged 

facts about justification that we must view things as 

arbitrary. When we try to justify our actions, we run 



through a chain of justificatory claims, until we run into 

a first link, which we can only justify circularly, and 

hence (according to Nagel) uselessly. Nagel's perception 

of inadequacy in justification for action may not be wide

ly shared in the philosophical community. Coherentists, 

for example, will find Nagel's line implausible; they 

endorse circular justification, so long as the justifica

tion meets certain standards of coherence. (For example, 

Sellars, passim). Escaping the bite of Nagel's 

argument does not require the embrace of coherentism. 

Even if an end link in a chain of justification cannot 

be defended noncircularly, it does not follow that an 

appeal to that link is useless, for the end link might 

be self-justifying. Indeed the defining characteristic 

of the dominant theory of justification, foundationalism, 

is that it maintains that there are such self-justifying 

end links. (For example, Chisholm, passim). 

Nagel is aware of this foundationalist objection to 

his argument. He suggests that it is the very fact that 

our justifications must come to an end in the way that 

the foundationalist suggests that provides the basis 

for doubt and viewing things as arbitrary. Nagel's 

response fails to satisfy. We need some reason to 

think that the fact justification comes to an end 

requires that we view things as "arbitrary. 
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Nagel's argument is really an argument for 

skepticism concerning justification for action. Now it 
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is just as plain that justification for belief must come 

to an end as it is plain that justification for action 

must come to an end. Hence, as Nagel approvingly notices, 

his argument for the absurd also licenses epistemological 

skepticism. At first glance I find the thesis that life 

is absurd more credible than epistemological skepticism. 

Hence I would urge caution about saddling the absurd to 

skepticism. At any rate accepting Nagel's argument would 

require that we judge it impossible for a finite creature 

to have knowledge. The initial plausibility of our 

claims to knowledge is so great that it would take a 

powerful theory indeed to compel· us to abandon those 

claims. It is questionable that Nagel's theory is that 

powerful. 

Another way of unpacking Nagel's argument is open 

to conjecture. We can all adopt the perspective sub 

specie aeternitatis, and from that perspective notice 

that there are alternative systems of justification 

equally plausible to ours and that the alternatives 

dictate the impropriety or unreasonability of our actions. 

From the perspective sub 'Specie aeternitatis, then, we 

see no reason to prefer our actions and justifications 

are incompatable alternatives. Hence our actual 



preference for our systems of justifications is' without 

a rational basis, i.e. it is arbitrary. 

One problem with this revised version of Nagel's 

argument is that it apparently relies on our being able 

to adopt the sub species aeternitatis perspective. As I 

have remarked, that perspective seems literally speaking 

unavailable. We lack the information and capacity to 

see things as God would. However, Nagel might argue 

that we know enough about the sub specie aeternitatis 

perspective to determine that from that perspective, 

systems of justification incompatable with our own would 

be no less acceptable than ours. That argument, though 
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it appears crucial to his position, Nagel does not provide. 

Later I shall attempt to construct it. 

Even if a way is found to satisfactorily fill 

out the revised version of Nagel's argument, it is not 

clear that will suffice to get his conclusion that life 

is absurd. For Nagel, the absurdity of life consists in 

a conflict stemming from within, a conflict between our 

viewing things as arbitrary and our taking things serious

ly. Hence we must at least view things as arbitrary. 

All the revised argument could show, however, is that we 

ought to view things as arbitrary. Except on unusual 

occasions among unusual people, things aren't in fact 

viewed as arbitrary. To the contrary most people believe 

that they have sterling reasons for what they do, or at 



least that they would have sterling reasons were they to 

behave with a little more propriety. Hence, it seems 

that virtually nobody's life is absurd on Nagel's 

account. 
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Nagel might maintain that it is not our actually 

viewing things as arbitrary, but our capacity for viewing 

things as arbitrary, that conflicts with seriousness in 

the manner requisite for the absurd. But now we should 

ask why the capacity to view things as arbitrary should 

be given primacy. After all, we also have the capacity 

to view thing"s as not arbitrary, and the capacity to view 

things as some of them arbitrary and some of them not. 

Why not appeal to some of these more charitable capaci

ties in determining whether life is absurd? 

To avoid these problems, Nagel might abandon his 

thesis that the source of the absurd is entirely within. 

Instead Nagel might suggest that the absurd consists in 

a conflict between things being arbitrary, independently 

of how we view them, and our taking our lives seriously. 

But then Nagel would owe us an argument that things 

are arbitrary, that no action is itself superior or more 

worthwhile than any other. All Nagel's arguments con

cerning arbitrariness appeal to some inability we have 

to provide adequate justification for our concerns and 

actions. It is a considerable leap from the thesis that 

we lack justification for our actions and concerns to the 



thesis that our actions and concerns are none superior 

to any other, that they are arbitrary. That leap 

parallels the leap from the thesis that we are not 

justified in our beliefs to the thesis that our beliefs 

are not true. Both pairs of these theses need some 

argument to connect them. The most common argument 

given to support the justification-truth connection is 

an appeal to verificationism, a doctrine currently in 

disrepute. 

General Problems for Nagel's Account 

For the sake of argument, let us suppose that 

arbitrariness thesis were salvaged. Still we fall short 

of being compelled to accept Nagel's conclusion that 

life is absurd. We laqk the conflict between pretension 

or aspiration and reality that is required by Nagel's 

more general analysis of absurdity. In the examples of 

absurd situations in life Nagel proposes as paradigms 
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of absurdity, the conflict between pretension and reality 

is' transparent. Recall Nagel's case of a person pro

posing marriage over the phone to a recorded message. 

In that case there is a false belief. Pretension is a 

symptom of infection with illusion, an illusion conflict

ing with the facts. Illusion, false belief, might be 

viewed as essential to a conflict with reality. But 

where is the illusion we need for the absurdity of life? 
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A person may know that he takes things seriously and 

that he views things as arbitrary. With this knowledge, 

it would seem that Nagel must admit that he is free from 

illusion. But then where is the ground fram which Nagel 

can argue that his life is absurd? So perhaps if Nagel's 

argument concerning seriousness and arbitrariness were 

correct, anyone who understood them would have the basis 

for disabusing himself of illusion, thereby rendering 

his life free from absurdity. 

(Similarly, Nagel's aspiration condition seems 

more easily satisfied for his absurd situations than for 

the absurdity of life. Reflect again on the frustrated 

suitor. It is clear how his aspirations are frustrated: 

he aspires to propose marriage and reality deprives him 

of a woman. But what aspiration would similarly be 

frustrated by the reality of our viewing things as 

arbitrary? Does Nagel mean to suggest that we aspire 

that things not be viewed as arbitrary? I think he 

really ignores the aspiration condition when it comes 

to the absurdity of life, anyway. Ignoring is available 

to Nagel here, because he seems to suggest that the 

aspiration condition is merely sufficient.) 

Nagel might insist that there can be conflict 

with reality without illusion. He might say that one 

could have an inappropriate emotional attitude even if 

one suffered no illusion. The trouble here is that an 



attitude, or for that matter any psychological state 

which qualifies as a candidate for conflicting with 

reality, must be more than a mere sensation. An 

attitude must have a propositional object. For the 

purposes of-Nagel's argument, if an attitude must have 

49 

a propositional object, then it might as well be a 

belief. It seems plausible that an attitude conflicts 

with reality if and only if there is some propositional 

object of that attitude such that, if that object were 

the object of a belief, then the belief would be false. 

If even an emotional attitude must involve a proposition

al object, then it seems plausible that an inappropriate 

emotional attitude will be inappropriate in virtue of 

the falsity of its propositional object. So Nagel still 

must explain to us how it is, on the supposition that 

we view things as arbitrary or even the supposition that 

things are arbitrary, taking things seriously involves 

some false proposition. 

The elusiveness of that explanation seems due to 

the fact that when Nagel explains how we take our lives 

seriously, he talks in terms merely of devoting energy 

to conscious aims. The sense of seriousness and pre

tension involved in Nagel's examples of absur4 situations 

seems much richer than the devotion of energy to 

conscious aims. 
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Two large problems thus loom for Nagel's account. 

First, it fails to make the case that things are 

II arbitrary II in an interestingly unsettling manner, or that 

things are viewed as arbitrary. Second even given the 

success of Nagel's arbitrariness thesis, his argument 

fails to compel the conclusion that life is absurd--his 

analysis of absurdity leaves it unclear how to use 

arbitrariness to show illusion. 

I have not tried to refute Nagel's article. It 

seems to me that he is on the right track. But work 

needs to be done. I shall return to the topic of the 

absurd after arguing that things are arbitrary in a way 

that aligns with the spirit of Nagel's article. 



CHAPTER III 

TOWARD AN ANALYSIS OF THE CONCEPT 
OF A MEANINGFUL LIFE 

Questions about the meaning of life arise because 

we view our lives against standards for critical assess-

ment, because we view a life as a candidate for success 

or failure. Consider an epistemic analogy. When a person 

knows something, he attains a high level of success in 

achieving some epistemic standard; for example, he has 

a belief which is at least true and justified. The 

epistemic enterprise is something at which we either 

succeed or fail. Some skeptics think that we always 

fail. Just as we may fail in our attempts to have beliefs 

which reach the level of knowledge, so too may we fail 

in our attempts to engage in action which reaches the 

level of being meaningful. If none of a person's 

beliefs meet the standard of knowledge, he is ignorant; 

if none of a person's actions meet the standard of 

meaningfulness, then his life lacks meaning. 

To prove skepticism about knowledge, one need 

only show that there is some condition whose satisfaction 

is necessary for knowledge and that the condition is not 

satisfied. For example, one might argue that 
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indubitability is necessary for knowledge and that none 

of our beliefs is indubitable. 

In this chapter I shall be concerned to identify 

one necessary condition for a meanipgful life. (In the 

fourth chapter, I argue that the copdition is not 

satisfied. ) A minimal condition fO;1:" a meaningful life, 

I'll suggest, is that a person be epgaged in projects 

of sufficient importance so that th~it failure would 

warrant what I shall call (explainil;1g I later my departure 

from ordinary language) remorse. M~re non-satisfaction 

of desire never suffices for remors~. I The response of 

remorse is properly felt only at th~ frustration of 
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desire which is connected to a pers~:m ~ s ideal, to his 

conception of a good life. An idea~, II'11 argue, is 

essentially viewed by a person cate~jorically, as connected 

wi th something which is a good inde~)endent of his actual 

preference structure. 

Some of the things that a p~rson does in his 

life he views as more important tharl others. Some things 

matter and some things don't. If arlyt:hing makes a 

person's life meaningful or worthwhj.le, it is that some 

things in his life really matter, ar:ld :their mattering 

gi ves him a reason to do those thin~fs.1 But how do we 

distinguish what we think of as mat~:el!ing from what we 

do not? 
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Things That Matter In A Life 

We may begin by honing Nagel's insight that there 

is a connection between the things we take seriously 

in our lives and significance in our lives. Little 

conceptual content in seriousness was to be found on 

Nagel's account except that seriousness involves the 

expenditure of energy in pursuit of conscious aims. I'll 

suggest a conceptually more rich account. 

The activities a person takes seriously can be 

identified by learning the location in logical space to 

which the person assigns his activity, the responses 

practical reason would license to success or failure of 

an activity. Failure at what one takes seriously brings 

remorse (in a special sense I shall define later) i 

success is a basis for self-esteem. The possibility of 

rationally informed response of remorse is the criterion 

for taking something seriously, I suggest. The 

activities which a person t~ces seriously may, then, 

be defined in this way: 

S takes an activity A seriously = If S were to 
fail in his attempt at A, S would see himself as 
having a reason for remorse. 

This definition does not exhaust the serious. As I'll 

later discuss, a person may take seriously his life or 

character, among other things. Another feature of the 

definition deserves comment. There is a point in my 

saying that at failure, S would merely see himself as 
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having a reason for remorse, not that he would actually 

feel remorse: the definition must accomodate the 

possibility that S might do something for which he would 

feel remorse except for the fact that he is moved by 

opposing considerations, e.g., the consideration that 

feeling remorse would be too psychologically disruptive. 

Hence to take an activity seriously, a person need only 

be inclined to an informed response of remor~e at the 

activity's failure. Finally I should note that an issue 

of strict liability remains unresolved. When the failure 

of a person's serious activity is not his fault, one 

might doubt that he is provided with a reason for remorse, 

contrary to my definition. It seems to me that there is 

a diverse variety of strict liability cases, and I have 

not decided how to handle them. 

Now I maintain that it does not suffice for a 

person taking something seriously that he desire, even 

that he intensely desire, doing that thing. For example, 

although I passionately desire to drive a fast car, I 

do not take driving fast cars seriously. All that I would 

feel at failure to drive a fast car is failure or dis

appointment. Not enough of my sense of self-esteem is 

involved to feel remorse. 

A critic might accuse me of unfairness. In 

rejecting desire as a candidate for the serious, I 

focus on relatively trivial desires, like the desire to 
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drive fast cars. If instead I had selected some of the 

more long range desires which play a dominant motivational 

role in a person's life, like the desire to be a good 

physicist or to alleviate the world's misery, then my 

case would look weak, the critic might aver. 

My first response is to point out that it is not 

clear that these long range desires exist. Paradigmati

cally, I think, desires are urges, and an urge seems too 

modest to serve as a vehicle for anything so ambitious 

as being a good physicist or alleviating misery. But 

more importantly, a theory of practical reasoning might 

countenance motivating force other than desire, and there 

is the possibility that one of these other motivating 

forces might be viewed as the source of the serious. 

My first response is not one on which I need rely, 

however. Even if we admit long range desire, the objec

tion under consideration does no damage. For any such 

desire to be serious, it must occur within a framework 

of critical self-assessment. Satisfaction of the desire 

must be relevant to a person's self-esteem; frustration 

must be viewed as a ground for remorse. With no pos

sibility for remorse, desire loses its status as 

something one cares much about. At most desire is a 

necessary but insufficient condition for seriousness. 

It may appear that my response to the suggestion 

that desire suffices for seriousness amounts to insisting 



on a merely stipulated link between seriousness and 

remorse. That appearance is misleading. The stipulation 

corresponds to conceptual fact. If no matter what 

failure befell a person, he felt only disappointment, 

then he would ordinarily be regarded as deficient in a 

dimension distinguishing humans. The absence of a 

possibility of remorse, of a person's concern with self

esteem and personal worth, is taken to mark a, lack of 

depth. Perhaps Camus' Meursault is the best known 

example of a man for whom remorse is alien. (Camus, 

passim)-. A man like Meursault, who fails to take things 

seriously in my stipulated sense, is ordinarily regarded 

with moral derision. So I do not want to deny the 

existence of non-serious desire or even that a person 

could run his life on non-serious desire. That course of 

life, however, is ordinarily regarded as vulgar and 

without meaning. 

There remains another defense of the thesis that 

desire suffices as the source of the serious. Recently 

much of the important work in action theory and the 

theory of rationality has focused on hierarchial 

relations among intentional states. (For example, 

Frankfurt, passim). In the spirit of that work, we 
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might take some relation that a person's desire bears to the 

set of desires "about" that first desire as a mark of 



the serious, perhaps even the ground for remorse. The 

relation hierarchy theorists most frequently embrace 

as playing so important a role is consistency. Hence 

one could maintain that so long as a person's desire 

d is jointly satisfiable along with the set of desires 

that are about d, desire d is serious. 

One virtue of this simple hierarchial account is 

economy. It would allow us to identify a li~e as being 

sufficiently serious to be meaningful without appeal to 

the concept of remorse. But the intuitive force behind 

the account is that it seems to allow us to distinguish 

between those desires with which a person identifies 

himself and those desires which merely plague him. 

One might think that a person is serious about a desire 

just in case it is a desire with which he identifies 

himself. 

Let us see how the account works. Consider 

Sid's desire to smoke. That desire my rejected as one 

concerning which Sid is not serious since it is incon

sistent with some higher order desire, e.g., Sid's 

desire that he desire not to smoke. Hence these 

sentences describe Sid: 

(1) Sid desires to smoke. 

(2) Sid desires that Sid desire not to smoke. 

Since the object of the main verb in (2) just is (1), 

we may say that the desire corresponding to that verb 
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I 

just is the desire expressed in (1). That means that , 

(2) gives expression to a higher order desire which is 

about the desire expressed in (1). However, Sid's 

desire to smoke is not jointly satisfiable with the 

58 

higher order desire, since it cannot be the case that both 

Sid smokes and Sid has an overriding desire not to smoke. 

So on the higher order account we are considering, Sid's 

desire to smoke is not one about which he is serious. 

Our problem, however, will not yield to the 

hierarchial approach. A person may have a desire con-

sistent with his other desires about that desire, but 

which he does not take seriously. For example, I desire 

to drink a glass of water now, my water desire is con-

sistent with all my other desires, but it matters to me 

hardly at all whether I drink the water. The water 

desire is really "mine," as the higher order account 

rightly dictates, but it is not important to me. Thus 

the hierarchial approach is undermined by counterexamples. 

Although appeal to a hierarchy of desire will 

not suffice as a means for identifying a desire as 

serious, perhaps appeal to a hierarchy which includes 

desire having a certain content will fare better. For 

example, consider a hierarchy which includes a person's 

desire for having desire that enhances self-esteem. One 

might maintain that a person's desire is serious for 

him when he has reason to believe that its satisfaction 



would substantially contribute to the maximization of 

the probability of satisfying a more general desire to 

satisfy those desires whose satisfaction would increase 

self-esteem. 

Let us see how the modified hierarchial approach 

works. Consider, once again, my desire to drink water 

now. Since satisfaction of that desire is not relevant 

to my self-esteem, the modified hierarchial ~pproach 
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need not identify my water desire as serious. The 

counterexample is avoided. Consider, now, a desire which 

most of us would take to be serious, the desire of Pope 

John Paul II to be moral. Satisfaction of that desire, 

we might assume, is consistent with the Pope's higher 

order desires, including the desire he must have to 

enhance his self-esteem. Further, we may suppose that 

satisfaction of the desire would substantially contribute 

to maximizing the probability that the Pope's self

esteem is enhanced. Hence the modified hierarchial 

account gets the right result. 

I will press no objection to the modified 

hierarchial account. Indeed, the account assumes a thesis 

that suits me very well, that seriousness requires desire 

of a certain sort, namely desire connected with self

esteem. I would only add that the criteria for such 

desire must be stated within the framework.I have 

suggested. A desire connected with self-esteem must 



also be connected with the possibility of remorse. It 

is the logical space within which a desire occurs, the 

responses pr~ctical reason would license to the success 

or frustration of that desire, which determines whether 

the desire is serious. 

The Concept of Remorse 

My use of "remorse," I have admitted, departs 

from ordinary language, though I would insist that the 

use corresponds to something in our ordinary con~eptual 

framework, something for which, as far as I know, we 
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have no one word. Since I rely so heavily on the concept 

of remorse, I should explain what I mean by using 

"remorse" as I do. 

Remorse is the pain one feels for a blow to his 

self-esteem when that blow is substantially one's own 

responsibility. One feels remorse for falling short of 

his personal ideal. There are degrees of shortness. A 

person who succeeded completely in realizing his ideal 

might regard himself as perfect. I doubt that perfection 

need be achieved to avoid reason for remorse, but a 

significant departure from one's ideal warrants remorse. 

One departs from an ideal by failing to conform. The 

language of confor.mity suggests standards. One feels 

remorse because he fails to measure up. 
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Suppose, for example, that I am a serious physics 

student. Due to indolence, I fail a crucial course, thus 

dimming the prospects for advanced study or a responsible 

position in the scientific community. My indolence and 

failure represent a departure from my ideal, a departure 

for which I must feel bad. Remorse is my recognition 

that something bad has happened, an acknowledgement of 

personal failure. 

It might be suggested that "shame" is better 

than "remorse" for what I.have in mind. Shame, after 

all, seems to be primarily self-regarding, while remorse, 

in ordinary language, seems to be a special variety of 

guilt, something other-regarding. Since what I have in 

mind for remorse seems to be feeling bad for violation 

of personal ideals, what I have in mind seems at first 

glance more like shame than remorse. The problem I see 

with shame is that it suggests embarrassment, something 

too frivolous to suit my purposes. Except when it 

becomes neurotically exaggerated, shame strikes me as 

an almost aesthetic revulsion, nothing very serious. 

Still, if one found thinking in terms of shame helpful, 

my stipulated sense of "remorse" could be identified as 

shame minus embarrassment, shame that hurtso My doubts 

about the usefulness of the concept of shame remain, 

however. 



At any rate, some times the frustration a person 

feels in his life is profound, affecting his basis for 

self-esteem, marking the failure of his life to proceed 

as it should. This failure comes only at the failure to 

conform to a perceived personal tdeal. I am concerned 

with the foundation for the depth of pain that the 

frustration brings. I am concerned whether anything 

could matter enough to warrant that kind of .response. 

Categorical Concepts 
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If our lives are meaningful, then we must be 

justified in taking so seriously some of our projects 

that failure in those projects would provide reason to 

feel what I have called remorse. Remorse, in my sense, 

involves desiring to conform to an ideal. A person 

essentially views the realization of such a desire, I 

shall say, as a categorical good. In this section, I will 

explain what it is to view something as a categorical 

good. Then I will take up the question, to what extent, 

if any, we really care about a categorical good in our 

lives. Eventually I will assess the evidence for view

ing these goods categorically. 

A person may see something good because of his 

desire f0r it. In that ca~e he does not view the object 

of his desire as a categorical good; instead he views 

that object as non-categorically good. For example, 



the desire I have to eat ice cream now is one whose 

object I view as non-categorically good. I view 

favorably eating ice cream now only because I notice my 

desire to eat some. These remarks, I think, do not con

vict me of Mill's Howler. I am not maintaining that 

eating ice cream is in fact good only because I desire 

it. So far I have suggested merely that awareness of 

the desire provides a prima facie reason for thinking 

it would be good to eat ice cream. Still it is clear 

that the goodness of things like ice cream, non

categorically good things, is importantly supervenient 

on desire for those objects. With the disappearance of 

ice cream desire, for example, the claim for ice 

cream's goodness would ring hollow. The non-categorical 

is the realm where goodness is subjective, where the 

goodness of something is determined by how we happen to 

feel. 

A person ordinarily views some things as good 

independently of his desire for them. Hence a person 

might desire that the arts flourish, and think that it 

would be good for the arts to flourish no matter what 

he desires. In that event, 'a person views the flourish

ing of the arts as categorically good. This suggests 

the followi~9 de;t;:in.;i:.tion of viewj:.ng something as a 

categorical good: 
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S views a state of affairs x as categorically good = 
S believes that it would be good for x to obtain 
even if he were not to desire that x obtain. 

A philosopher who attached great value to conceptual 

economy m.;ight prefer to eliminate "good" from his 

defin.;ition: 
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S views a state of affairs x as categorically good = 
S desires that x obtain even if he were not to desire 
that x obtain. 

I do not know whether the two definitions are equivalent, 

but I favor the first for its truer phenomenological 

feel. At any rate, I suspect that both come close to 

sufficing for my purposes, 

These definitions suffer a common deficiency, 

however. They are too broad, failing to distinguish the 

categorical from what is desirable but not desired due 

to factual ignorance. Suppose, for example, that I 

now desire ice cream, and that I imagine a situation in 

which I don't desire ice cream, but in which my lack 

of desire is due simply to my never having been exposed 

to ice cream--I would desire ice cream in the imagined 

counter factual situation if only I knew of ice cream. 

Hence I th.;ink it would be good for me to have ice cream 

even .;in a situation where I did not already have the 

desire for .;ice cream, and I desire that I have ice 

cream even in a situatton where I lack the desire for 

ice cream. Ice cream, then, qualifies on both my 



definitions as a categorically viewed good. But clearly 

the worth of ice cream is too dependent on accidents of 

taste to really be a categorical good. 

To r~medy this problem, one might attempt 

eliminating the ignorance which seems to be its source: 

S views a state of affairs x as categorically good = 
S believes that it would be good for x to obtain 
even if some counterfactual situation obtained in 
which S knew what it would be like for x to obtain 
and in which he did not desire that x obtain. 

S views a state of affairs as categorically good = 
S desires that x obtain even if some counterfactual 
situation obtained in which S knew what it would be 
like for x to obtain and in which he did not desire 
that x obtain. 

Even these modified definitions are inadequate, however. 

Suppose that I now desire ice cream and that I imagine 
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a counterfactual situation, there is a clause in my uncle's 

will specifying that I inherit his fortune only if I eat 

ice cream. Though I may now view it as good that I eat ice 

cream in that counterfactual situation, I need not view the 

ice cream as a categorical good, contrary to what the 

definitions suggest. One might attempt to circumvent 

this problem by suggesting that one views a state of 

affairs as categorically good when its obtaining is desired 

or viewed as good in all rather than some counterfactual 

situations. In light of the possibility that there might 

be some categorically good state of affairs whose obtain-

ing, in certain counterfactual situations, would have pro

foundly bad consequences, we must be careful in assessing 
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this suggestion. A person views a state of affairs as 

categorically good, I think, when he views its obtaining as 

creating some good in all counterfactual situations; still 

a person might view a state of affairs as categorically good 

while thinking that all things considered, the state of 

affairs should not obtain, because the good created by its 

obtaining would be outweighed by some consequential bad. 

In general, then, viewing a state of affairs as 

categorically good is seeing it as good independently of 

how one happens to think about or feel about that state of 

affairs, independently even of how one happens to think 

about or feel about that state of affairs in counterfactual 

situations where one is ideally well informed of the 

relevant empirical facts. The question remains to what 

extent, if any, the notion of a categorical good plays a 

role in our lives. 

Taking Things Seriously 

So far I've said many times that we take things seriou~y. 

Serious desires are connected to ideals, while ideals are 

connected with taking life seriously, and the serious is in 

general connected with remorse and a categorically viewed 

good. Now is the time to explain these connections. 

To simplify syntax, I'll define a few notions 

which are related to viewing the object of a desire as 

categorically good. I introduce the new notion of 



viewing a desire categorically by stipulating that one 

views a desire categorically if and only if one views 

the object of the desire as categorically good. Notice 

that viewing a desire categorically does not require 

viewing it as categorically good. For example, suppose 

I view as categorically good the object of my desire 
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to reward the pure of heart. Then, on the above proposed 

stipulative definition, I view categorically my desire 

to reward the pure of heart. But the proposed definition 

stipulates nothing about the desire itself being good. 

To say that I view the desire categorically is merely 

to say something about how I see the object of the desire. 

I'll also introduce the notions of a categorical 

good and a categorical desire. A categorical good is 

a good that is truly viewed categorically and a cate

gorical desire is a desire that is truly viewed 

categorically. Additional notions of categorical good 

and categorical desire could be defined without appeal 

to the notion of actually being viewed, but I'll have 

no need for such complexities. 

Let's turn now to the clarification of ideals. 

In general, some person P has the ideal I when I is a 

dominant motivational ;force in his life and P views 

departure ;Erom the. standards~et by ;C a~ providing both 

ground for personal criticism and remorse. A person 

who embraces an ideal acts out of respect for that 



ideal, adopting projects which conform to the ideal and 

attempting to develop his character accordingly. A 

person takes his life seriously when the dominant 

value in his life is respect for an ideal or set of 

ideals. ! do not mean to sU9gest that as a matter of 

fact people are devoted to anything so severe as molding 

themselves into saints. Typically an ideal is more 

modest than that, and a person will settle for something 

less than perfect realization of the ideal. Still 

embracing an ideal requires directing one's projects 

and character so that realization of the ideal is at 

least approached, and requires feeling bad for signi

ficant departures from the ideal. 

When a person embraces an ideal, he desires 

conformity, viewing the ideal as setting a standard for 

self-assessment. A distinguishing feature of the 

involved desires, I shall argue, is that they are 

viewed as having categorically good objects. Intuitive

ly, it is natural to think that these desires must be 

viewed categorically, since a categorically viewed 

desire seems comparatively important, and by definition 

a person views his ideal as important. But less vague 

considerations also ;i;avor tb.e thesis that these desires 

are viewed, catego;r;i:.ca;ll.y. 
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A person can imagine worse things happening to 

him than the mere failure to get what he wants or even 

than the failure to get what it is in his considered 

interests to have; what would be worse is that he 

should violate his values, that he should depart broadly 

from his ideal. When a person fails to satisfy a mere 

want, he can admit that things would have been better 

for him if his want had been different, if his want 

were one he would have satisfied. When he departs 

significantly from his ideal, on the other hand, it is 

not an available option for him to wish on the mere 

basis of the liklihood of satisfying another ideal, 

that he should have had some other ideal. That option 

is unavailable because a person views the realization 

of his ideal as good even in counterfactual situations. 

The ideal is viewed categorically. 

Consider how one must view the prospect of 

a transformation to someone with values radically dif

ferent from his own. Suppose, for example, that you are 

a person who attaches supreme value to morality, and you 

learn that tomorrow, due to some genetic quirk, you will 

become an egoist. Since the prospective change means 

a protound departure from your ideal, it will elicit 

dread. Tomorrow you ~ecome a lesser person, or so it 

now seems. Of course, the fact that tomorrow you will 

feel satisfied as an egoist, free from the worries about 
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egoism that trouble you today, does nothing to mollify 

you; instead it makes matters worse. 

It appears, then, that the desire to be a moral 

person, and the network of desires and projects entwined 

with that desire r are viewed as having a categorically 

good object; a person wants the desire to be satisfied, 

even in relevant counterfactual situations where the 

desire is absent. Hence desire linked with .ideals, 

desire whose non-satisfaction can be a ground for re

morse, is viewed as having a categorically good object. 
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I am attempting a quite general argument that 

desire linked with ideals is viewed categorically. An 

appeal to the moral case may appear as a suspicious route 

toward this end. Following Kant, one might view 

morality as the unique source of the categorical. One 

might hold it to be hasty generalization to infer from 

the premise that desire associated with a moral ideal is 

viewed categorically straight to the conclusion that 

generally desire associated with ideals is viewed 

categorically. 

No doubt desire associated with a moral ideal 

is the most convincing case of categorically viewed 

desi.re. But;i:.t;i:s not tl1e only case, Consider a 

conun;i.tted ego;i5t, a man who believes that any person 

who doesn't maximize his self-interest is weak and a 

fool, and who fee~ deep embarrassment and a sense of 



personal failure whenever he falls prey to the 

temptation of morality. Suppose that the egoist learns 

that tomorrow he becomes a saint. He will dread the 

prospective change, viewing it as making him a lesser 

person. Once again, the desire associated with an ideal 

is viewed categorically. And so viewing a desire cate

gorically is not dependent on moral content. 

Although it is clear that the egoist must view 

his change to a moral person as bad, it is not at all 

clear that he must view the change as conflicting with 

his interests. Indeed, the phrase, "his interests," 
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is ambiguous, since his interests differ before and after 

the transformation: before the change, his interests 

are staked egoistically: after the change, they are 

staked altruistically. There can be no question, how

ever, that whether his interests flourish or wane at the 

transformation, he must now view himself as becoming a 

lesser person for the change. If the ideal of egoism 

is something about which he feels seriously, he cannot 

view favorably a change to a conflicting ideal, even if 

that change is in his interests. 

Further evidence supporting the thesis that 

desire associated with ideals is viewed categorically 

comes by considering how a man approaching death views 

his life. It is always a conceptual possibility that 

he sees his life as a waste, that he sees himself as 



having embraced bad values. For example, a man may come 

to believe at the end of his life that he was wrong to 

pursue the ideal of saintliness, that his obsession with 

morality prevented him from action and experience of a 

valuable sort. It is important to keep in mind that 
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this "realization" need not be merely that one has not 

been faithful to his values or authentic. A judgment 

that one has not been faithful to his values is not so 

much a judgment that one should have had different 

desires as it is a judgment that one should have respect

ed the desires one "really" held. But sometimes a person 

may come to realize that his values have been shallow, 

base, or deficient in some other important dimension. 

In that event, he may believe that he should have had 

different desires and values, that it would have been 

good for him to have had different desires and values. 

The possibility of this kind of retrospective judgment 

is evidence that a person views the desire associated 

with this ideal categorically, since a preference is 

expressed that a current desire be satisfied in a counter

factual situation where the desire does not exist. 

Moreover, if a person takes his life seriously, a re

trospective judgment of this sort is always possible; 

a person may always wonder whether he would have been 

a better person if he had embraced some other ideal. 
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On the basis of the cases I have so far presented, 

it is clear that at least sometimes desire associated 

with a person's ideal is viewed by him categorically. 

I maintain that desire associated with an ideal is 

essentially viewed categorically. The cases I have 

presented are, I think, paradigms. Hence the burden 

of proof is on the philosopher who imagines that desire 

linked with ideals is not essentially viewed categori

cally. 

There is a more general argument for the necessity 

of the link between categorically viewed desire and 

ideals. Unless desire associated with ideals is viewed 

categorically, I shall argue, a person cannot feel 

remorse for what he does; without the possibility of 

remorse, there is no reason to think that a person 

cares enough or is serious enough for there to be a 

question of ideals. Consider the contrary hypothesis. 

Suppose, for example, that I embrace a moral ideal, that 

I do something wicked, but that I view the desire 

associated with my ideal non-categorically. Then I 

might say, "Something bad has happened in my life; 

this wicked deed is a mark of failure; if only I'd 

been free from this desire to be moral, nothing bad 

would have happened to me, for my ideal would not have 

been violated." Viewing the desire non-categorically, 

I could just as well wish that I'd never embraced 



morality as that I'd not acted wickedly; either route 

would avoid non-satisfaction of the relevant desire, 

and nothing else could be important but whether one is 

frustrated in satisfying desire. If it is open to me 

to wish that I'd never been morally concerned, then I 

cannot feel remorse for my wicked deed; I can feel at 

most regret that I neither lacked moral concern nor 

exemplified the moral ideal. That disjunctive regret 

is not open to someone who seriously embraces morality. 

But it is open to someone who non-categorically views 

his desire to be moral. Hence if a person takes 

morality seriously, indeed if he embraces any ideal, the 

desire to conform to that ideal must be viewed by him 

categorically. 

It is worthwhile comparing ideal related desire 

to more ordinary desire in respect of their suitability 

as objects of regret. After discovering that empirical 

accidents make it impossible for me to get enough 

vanilla ice cream to satisfy my vanilla ice cream de

sires, I may come to regret that I am the sort of 

person who desires vanilla ice cream, and wish that I 

desired chocolate ice cream instead. Because the value 

of the ice cream is in large part viewed by me as 

constituted by my desire, it makes no real difference 

which flavor I desire, so long as I am not frustrated 

in satisfying the desire. But I do not look at the 
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value of conforming to my ideal as significantly 

constituted by my desire to conform; frustration of the 

ideal related desire does not provide good reason for 

regretting the ideal. 

A few arguments have now been offered to link 

viewing a desire categorically and ideals. A summary 

of these arguments will facilitate discussion of the 

account being developed. 

First we noticed that it always makes sense 

that a person dread a change to someone with an ideal 

radically different from his own, and that he dread 

the change on the basis of his believing that it will 

make him a lesser person. Second we noticed that it 

always makes sense for a person to reflect on his life 

and notice that his past values were deficient, that 

despite the fact that he succeeded in satisfying his 

earlier desires and realizing his earlier ideals, it 

would have been better fro him to direct his life in 
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some other direction. In both these case,s a person 

notices some counter factual situation where his educated 

counter factual desires are satisfied, but where their 

satisfaction is to be regretted. Retrospective and pro

spective assessments of personal ideals are always open 

to a person. Hence a person does not think of the desire 

linked with his ideals as having a worth entirely depen

dent on his actual preference structure. Even were he 



to have a different preference structure, a person 

must believe, it would be good for desire linked with 

his actual ideal to be satisfied. A committment to the 

goodness of adesire's being satisfied in these counter

factual situations provides strong evidence that the 

desire is viewed categorically. 
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The third argument is more general than the other 

two. If desire linked to ideals is non-categorical, 

then what a person suffers at frustration of the desire 

could have been avoided in two ways: the desire might 

have been satisfied, or the person might have held some 

desire other than his actual desire, a desire which would 

have been satisfied. If the badness in a person's 

life could have been avoided merely by his having some 

different ideal, then it is open to the person to regret 

having that ideal. But it is not open to a person who 

embraces an ideal to regret embracing that ideal merely 

on the basis of the frustration it has wrought; he may 

regret that the world wasn't the sort of place where 

his ideal would be satisfied, that he didn't attempt 

more diligently to realize the ideal, that he didn't 

elect some course of action that would better serve 

to attain the ideal. A person who embraces an ideal 

doesn't view the ideal as a source of badness in his 

life, even if his life would have gone more pleasantly 



in the absence of the ideal. So a person views the 

desire linked with his ideal categorically. 

A critic might respond that he could explain, 

withoutcrmmitting us to a categorically viewed good, the 

unavailability of regretting our ideals on the basis of 

their being frustrated. A critic could also express 

doubt that a person cannot regret his ideals on the 

basis of felt frustration. 

Let us consider the critic's first response 

first. As a matter of fact, he might argue, we stan

dardly have higher order desires concerning those 

desires connected with our ideals, and those higher 

order desires favor the satisfaction of our ideal 

related desires. In general, a person desires that his 

desires be satisfied. Hence the reason that a regret

ful attitude like remorse is unavailable is that such 

an attitude would involve desiring the nonsatisfaction 

of an actual desire. There appears no need to suppose 

the acceptance of a categorical good. 

Of course, in replying to this critic, I do not 

wish to deny that a person could have the preference 

structure he describes. Nor do I wish to claim merely 

that we don't have that structure. Instead I wish to 

argue that the postulated preference structure is 

insufficient to explain the way we generally feel about 

our governing values and ideals. 
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Suppose, along with the critic, that the reason 

a person never regrets his ideal is that, as a matter 
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of fact, we generally have higher order desires dictating 

conformity to our ideal related desires. Then whatever 

badness attached to the non-satisfaction of my ideal 

related desire could have been avoided if only I lacked 

both the higher order conformity desire and the ideal 

related desire. Hence while embracing my moral ideal, 

I may coherently regret the desire that I happen to 

be the sort of person who has moral desires, so long 

as I at the same time regret the higher order conformity 

desire. But that is not the way ideals are thought 

about. A seriously moral person cannot, on the mere 

felt frustration of a failure to be moral, regret his 

moral ideal, even if he can bring himself to regret 

his higher order conformity desire; a moral person can 

only regret that the world is the sort of place where 

his desire is not satisfied. Since the higher order 

desire account would allow a person to regret the desire 

connected with his moral ideal, that account must be 

rejected. 

The higher order account mislocates what troubles 

a person who strays too far from an ideal. The fact 

that a person who strays from an ideal will not satisfy 

his desires is not seen by him as having primary 

importance, but that is the way the higher order account 



must interpret importance. Contrary to the higher 

order account, one who strays from an ideal sees the 

relevant action as just bad, no matter what he desires 

about seeing his will respected. 

An opponent might find my account dogmatic and 

implausible. Often, a person changes his ideal, and 

neither that phenomenon nor the reasoning which leads 

to it is compatable with my account, it might be 

objected. 

I do not wish to deny that a person can change 

his ideal. I regard that phenomenon as compatable 

with the thesis that a person essentially views his 
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ideal categorically. I only wish to deny that a person 

can change his ideal because of frustration he encounters 

in the attempt to realize it. When a person adopts a 

new ideal, his reason is that he will be better for 

the change. If I were to adopt a move from being an 

egoist to being a moralist, for example, I must regard 

myself as becoming a better person because of the 

change. Moreover, I would have reason to think that it 

would have been better if in the past, too, I had been 

a moralist, despite my preference otherwise. So my 

reason for becoming a moralist would not be that I 

felt frustration in my attempts at egoism. Rather it 

would seem that it would be better for me to be a moralist 

no matter how I felt. That is the way a change in 



ideals normally goes. Evidence to the contrary can be 

explained away. 

There appear to be some changes from an ideal 

whose basis is nothing but felt frustration is the 

attempt to realize the ideal. Suppose, for example, 

that I have abandoned the "ideal of being an agile 

athlete" on the basis of my felt frustration in athletic 

attempts. 

This objection construes too narrowly the 

scope of an ideal. So long as I supplant my athletic 

pursuits with some other activity, it is likely that 

there is an ideal I embrace which is exemplified in 

both athletics and the supplanting activity, an ideal 

of discipline and grace, for example. If my reason 

for a seeming change in an ideal is felt frustration, 

then there is no change in ideal, but instead a change 

in the way I go about trying to realize the ideal. On 

the other hand, if I do not supplant the athletic 
( 

activity, if nothing replaces the importance of athletic 

activity in my life, then I have not changed my ideal: 

I have instead diminished the seriousness with which I 

take my life and the role I allow my ideals to play. 

So anytime a person seems to change an ideal without 

seeing himself as having thereby improved as a person, 

he hasn't really changed ideals. He has just found 

a new way to exemplify the old ideal. And any time a 
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person s~ems to regret his ideal on the basis of mere 

frustration, he is only regretting the way he chose to 

exemplify the ideal. 
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One might prefer an alternative way of describing 

the phenomenon of the athlete who seems to change his 

ideal. One might say that although the athlete continues 

to view conformity to the athletic ideal as a categori

cal good, he realizes that his energy would-be better 

expended if he embraced some other ideal. So although 

he continues to approve of the athletic ideal, viewing 

conformity to it as categorical good, he no longer 

embraces the ideal as a dominant motivational force in 

his life. 

The way of talking about seeming ideal changes 

adlli~rated immediately above is really equivalent to 

the way of talking I have been relying on. What I mean 

by the ideal one embraces could be identified in the 

alternative approach as the set of ideals of which one 

approves and regards as categorically good. So my thesis 

that one cannot change his ideal on the basis of felt 

frustration in attempts to realize that ideal becomes, 

on the alternative account, the thesis that one cannot 

change the set of ideals that one views as categorically 

good on the basis of felt frustration in attempts to 

realize some member of the set. The same considerations 
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which support my original thesis also support the thesis 

couched in terms of the alternative account. 

That answers the objections to my argument that 

desire linked with ideals must be viewed categorically. 



CHAPTER IV 

A DEFENSE OF SKEPTICISM 

For a person to have a meaningful life, there 

must be some project or activity in it whose failure 

would justify him in feeling remorse; success in such 

a project or activity, I have argued, would be a cate

gorical good. In this chapter, I'll argue that our 

evidence is against viewing these matters categorically. 

Nothing we might do has categorical worth, I'll maintain. 

My argument will be slightly circuitous. I 

will begin with a discussion of judgments of beauty. 

Since we are less self-involved in judgments of beauty, 

I think that they are easier to think about with clarity 

than judgments about worth in our lives. Still I'll 

argue that there are important respects in which these 

judgments of beauty resemble judgments of worth in our 

lives. An understanding of the resemblance between 

these two classes of judgment will render plausible 

my claim that judgments about worth in our lives are 

not really about anything categorical. 

The Aesthetic Anology 

Let me begin, then, by focusing on a realm in 

which there is little inclination to view preferences 
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categorically. I shall assume that the logical form of 

judgments of beauty is relational: an object is beautiful 

for a person at a time. There is never really a question 

of whether an object is beautiful simpliciter. My 

assumption is big. After explaining it, I will say some 

things in its defense, but even then I do not expect 

everyone to agree with the assumption. Those dissenters 

might regard my conclusion as conditional in form: If 

judgments of beauty are relational, then life is 

meaningless. 

I believe that automobiles are beautiful while 

the desert is not. Even now, however, I must admit 

that if certain psychological changes occurred within 

me, then I might, without error, believe that the desert 

is beautiful while automobiles are not. I can imagine 

that there would be just as much beauty in my life 

before and after the change, even if my exposure to 

cars and the desert changed in a way that corresponded 

to my psychological evolution. That is because 

"beautiful" is really short for "beautiful for me now." 

The truth conditions for SiS statement that some x is 

beautiful are, roughly, that x seems beautiful to Snow. 

Hence it is not reasonable for a person to view his 

attitudes toward beautiful objects categorically. What 



properly counts as beautiful depends on accidents of 

a person's psychological constitution. 
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Although I say that I am assuming that judgments 

of beauty are relational in a particular way, the 

assumption seems quite plausible. Most of us make that 

assumption. An implicit "in my opinion" accompanies 

judgments of beauty, and a person will make that plain 

if asked to explain his judgment. Further, -there is 

much tolerance toward other people's judgments, tolerance 

which suggests a deference to other people in determining 

the truth value of their judgments. We defer to the 

authority of others on the matter of determining the 

truth value of their judgments of beauty because we 

regard those judgments as in large part reports of how 

something seems to the judge. 

It is generally conceded that there are a variety 

of ways in which a thing might be beautiful, and that 

the way a person embraces is partly accidental. Why? 

Since it is so easy to imagine that, with no relevant 

change in the objects themselves, we might find what we 

now take to be beautiful as ugly instead, it seems 

inteilectually presumptuous for a person to insist that 

he has some specially privileged access to the beautiful. 

Instead it is plausible to suppose that differences in 

judgments of beauty are due to mere differences in 

attitude or taste. We cannot always reject a person's 
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judgment of beauty just because he has attitudes or 

taste which differ from our own. To accomodate other 

people's judgments of beauty, then, we must relativize 

the notion, regarding beauty as an incomplete predicate, 

a predicate whose completion requires specification of a 

person and a time. 

Relativizing beauty on this sort of rationale 

seems epistemically dangerous. An analogous rationale 

might license relativism concarning empirical truth. 

One might say that because we can imagine people who 

are like we are in all relevant respects, but who never

theless believe different empirical propositions than 

we do, an intellectually non-presumptuous course requires 

that we relativize the notion of empirical truth. We 

might reject the idea of a proposition being true simpli

citer, and instead say that a proposition is always 

true merely for a person at a time. Though I do not 

find relativism about empirical truth uncongenial, 

I do not wish to be saddled with so contentious a thesis 

here. Fortunately I am not. The project of constructing 

an analogous rationale for empirical truth misconstrues 

the original rationale. It is not the mere fact that 

we can imagine people like us in all relevant respects 

that impells the embracing of relativism about beauty; 

it is rather that we can imagine that the lives of these 

people contains as much beauty as our own. It seems 



much more difficult for us to imagine that some other 

person with empirical beliefs different from ours might 

have the same grasp on truth that we do. So parity of 

reasoning does not require that we embrace relativism 

regarding empirical truth. 
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Anyone who has difficulty with this view of 

beauty might remind himself of his own view of what is 

quite straightforwardly a matter of taste, a person's 

preferences in ice cream flavors. If I prefer vanilla 

ice cream over chocolate ice cream, then I might say that 

vanilla is better than chocolate, but surely the truth 

conditions for my statement are merely that vanilla 

better suits me in my current situation. If certain 

changes occurred strictly within my head, I could then 

admit, without error, the superiority of chocolate 

ice cream over vanilla. That is because judgments of 

ice cream superiority are relational, and the change in 

psychological constitution can bring a relevant change 

in relata. 

One might object, on a variety of grounds, to 

viewing these judgments of ice cream ranking and beauty 

as being relational in the way I have suggested. One 

manner of objection would point out that if I tell 

someone that spinach flavored ice cream is better than 

vanilla while knowing that my tastes are peculiar, then 
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I will mislead my fellow conversationalist. He will 

infer from what I said that he would find spinach flavored 

ice cream more tasty than vanilla. Any statement which, 

when well understood, would lead the ordinary man to 

draw faulty inferences must itself be false, this 

objection might maintain. But on the relational account, 

I say something true when I say that spinach flavored 

ice cream is best. So the relational accourit must be 

rejected, one might conclude. 

Sometimes, however, even a true statement will 

mislead someone into making a faulty inference. For 

example, if I say to you that I am going to my desk, 

and in fact I am going to my desk only briefly so 

that I may get the key to my car and leave, then I make 

a true but misle~ding statement that I am going to my 

desk. So a statement can be true and misleading. 

Further, the misleadingness of stating that 

spinach flavored ice cream is best is only accidental. 

I could avoid being misleading by pointing out that I 

have peculiar tastes. So we can draw no conclusions 

from the ordinary misleadingness of these flavor 

ranking statements, as I construe them. 

One might still urge the inadequacy of the 

relational model. One might ask us to suppose, for 

example, that our tastes have changed, so that whereas 
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we once thought that Michaelangelo's David was beautiful, 

we no longer do. Our opinion has changed concerning 

David. But, it might be maintained it is not the case 

that David was once beautiful but no longer is. David 

has not changed. The relational account, however, seems 

to have trouble denying that David was once beautiful 

but no longer is. So the relational account must be 

rejected. 

But notice that the relational account does not 

admit the sense of the question "Is David beautiful 

(simpliciter}?" Questions of beauty are always questions 

of beauty for a person at a time. So the relational 

account might admit that our affirmative judgments of 

David's beauty in the past were true, while allowing 

that we might now truly judge David to not be beautiful, 

even though David has not changed. Both these judgments 

are true, because, contrary to appearances, they differ 

in content. The judgments might be characterized in 

this way: 

I-David is beautiful for S at tl 

and 

2-David is not beautiful for S at t 2 • 

(1) is a judgment that David is beautiful and (2) is a 

judgment that he is not, but (I) and (2) are not 

contradictory, since they have different content. So 
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the relational account must admit that a judgment that 

David is beautiful might be true while some other judgment 

that David is beautiful is false, even though David 

has not changed. From the fact that both a judgment 

that David is beautiful is true and a judgment that 

David is not beautiful is true, it does not follow that 

David is both beautiful and not beautiful, however. 

(Compare: from that fact that "It is raining now" is 

true when uttered by S at t and false when uttered by 

S at t l , it does not follow that it is both raining now 

and not raining now, for the utterances express state

ments having different contents.) Indeed, we cannot 

answer the question of whether David is beautiful so 

simply put. And all we can infer from the truth of the 

seemingly conflicting judgments of beauty is that David 

is beautiful for some person at a time while not beauti

ful either for some other person or at some other time. 

One might think that the phenomena of challenges 

to judgments of beauty undermines my assumption of a 

relational account of these judgments. Sometimes we 

argue about beauty. Sometimes we try to get others to 

see the beauty they are missing. A person might acknow

ledge that because he suffers emotional depression, 

things which really are beautiful do not seem beautiful 

to him. We must admit the intelligibility of challenges 

to judgments of beauty. One is led to think that there 



is room for error in judgments of beauty, that there is 

a lot more room for error than could be allowed by an 

account that identifies the truth conditions of these 

judgments in terms merely of how something seems to a 

person at a time. 

But as I developed the relational account, the 

truth conditions for a judgment of beauty are roughly 

that something seems beautiful for a person at a time. 

Elimination of the roughness would involve considerable 

complication, but complication which preserves the 

relational character of the account. I suppose that 

such an account would include an ideal observer compon-
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ent, perhaps a condition that the object judged beautiful 

would seem beautiful even if the person making the 

judgment was empirically well informed and not suffering 

some emotional disability. Here is how such an account 

might look: 

S makes a true judgment that x is beautiful iff 
x seems beautiful to S at t and x would seem 
beautiful to S at t even if S were empirically 
well informed and psychologically normal at t. 

One might prefer an alternative relational account to 

mine. One might say that rather than being determined 

by individual preferences, the beauty of an object is 

determined by the preferences expressed in community 

standards. This alternative account retains the basis 

for viewing judgments of beauty as noncategorical, 



92 

since whether something is really beautiful is determined 

by accidents of community taste, standards which change 

and permit a diverse variety of trua beauty judgments 

about a single object. 

The ideal observer component explains the 

phenomena of challenges to judgments of beauty. For it 

is not always clear that, when a person issues a 

judgment of beauty, the ideal. observer condition is 

satisfied. A person may correctly report that something 

seems beautiful to him at a time, even if he would not 

judge that thing to be beautiful if he were empirically 

well informed and psychologically normal. Challenges 

to judgments of beauty are really challenges to the 

satisfaction of the ideal observer condition. But 

these challenges are not incompatable with the assumption 

that judgments of beauty are relational in form. As 

we have seen, the ideal observer component may be in

corporated in a relational account. 

Judgments of Worth in Life 

Now I maintain that a person's judgments about 

the dominant values in his life should be construed like 

judgments of beauty and judgments of ice cream flavor in 

respect of their relational form. Though a person 

ordinarily takes the dominant value in his life as an 

ideal, something essentially viewed categorically, the 
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truth of a person's judgment concerning the dominant 

values in his life must be assessed in relation to the 

person and the time of his judgment. Two persons 

identical in every respect except their desires might, 

without error, judge radically different governing values 

to be correct. So Jones might make a true judgment at 

t of the correctness of egoism as a governing value while 

Smith makes a true judgment at t of the correctness of 

altruism as a governing value, even though Smith and 

Jones are the same save for their preferences concerning 

egoism and altruism. 

Judgment about worth in a life can take a 

variety of forms. A person might judge that one life has 

more worth than some other; e.g., one might judge that 

the life of the gallant hero has more worth than the 

life of a pussilanimous villain. (It should be empha

sized that this need not be a judgment that one life is 

more valuable than another in some sense that would 

require us to be more careful not to kill the hero 

rather than the villain. Instead it is a judgment that 

one life is more a thing of excellence than the other. 

It might be that it is just as morally bad to kill a 

villain as it is to kill a saint. Indeed, to reward 

the hero for his excellence by giving him special 

favors seems to make a mockery of the purity 'of his 

motives in being excellent.) A person might judge 



that the governing value in his life is correct. A 

person might judge that some life is excellent. 

For the sake of simplicity in articulating a 

relational account of judgments about worth in a life, 

it will prove useful focusing on just one of the many 

forms that such judgments take. We'll say that 

S makes a true judgment that his life has worth 
to degree n iff it seems to S at t that his life 
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has worth to degree n and it would seem to S that 
his life has worth to degree n even if he were 
empirically well informed and psychologically normal 
at t. 

(One might prefer to change the relata here, saying that 

a true judgment of a life's worth is made when it accords 

with community standards. Intuitively, I think, the 

result will be a non-categorical conception of these 

judgments of worth. Since the truth of the judgments 

will be determined by accident of community feeling, 

something distinct from the object of judgment. My 

definition of the categorical would have to be modified 

to accomodate this different account of judgments of 

worth in life. The definition would have to be modified 

to say (approximately) that something is a categorical 

. good when it would seem good to a certain portion of the 

community even in relevant counterfactual situations.) 

If this relational account identifies correctly the truth 

conditions for a person's judgments about worth in his 

life, then. these judgments are about nothing categorically 
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good. What makes a life have a certain degree of worth 

is mainly how the person happens to feel about that life. 

If the object of the judgment were a categorical good, 

then it would not matter so much how the person happens 

to feel. But why should one regard the relational account 

as correct? 

How do you know that ice cream judgments are 

relational? How do you know that judgments of beauty 

are relational? I suggest that you do know these things, 

and that your epistemic situation with respect to them 

is the same as your epistemic position with respect to 

ideals and governing values. You can imagine that you 

now find the desert beautiful and cars ugly, that you 

later find cars beautiful and the desert ugly, and that 

despite the fact that you now see mostly desert and 

you'll later see mostly cars, the amount of beauty in 

your life remains constant. You can imagine that you 

now like vanilla ice cream and dislike chocolate, that 

you'll later like chocolate and dislike vanilla, and 

despite the fact that you now encounter mostly vanilla 

ice cream and you'll later encounter mostly chocolate, 

the amount of good ice cream in your life remains con

stant. There is something important about these feats 

of imagination. In order to imagine liking something 

in the future that one does not like now, one must, for 

purposes of the thought experiment, suspend commitment 
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to his current relevant values. A person who presently 

likes vanilla ice cream can imagine himself in the 

future preferring chocolate ice cream only by suspending 

his current valuation of vanilla ice cream. The success 

of these imagination experiments, I maintain, is a lot 

of what grounds our willingness to view judgments of 

ice cream and beauty as relational. But we can be just 

as successful with similar thought experiments con

cerning governing values and ideals. That is to say, 

we can imagine, on the supposition that we suspend 

commitment to current values, that we now embrace a 

certain ideal, that later in life some opposing ideal 

is embraced, and that, so long as these ideals are 

realized to the same degree, the worth in the life 

remains constant before and after the change. Since 

the possibility of this thought experiment impells us 

to view preferences regarding ice cream and beauty as 

non-categorical, parity of reasoning suggests we also 

view preferences regarding governing values as no

categorical. 

Our experiments in imagination gave us good evidence 

not to view preferences about ice cream and beauty as 

non-categorical. These experiments provide purely 

epistemic reasons for viewing the preferences as non

categorical. Of course, one might have non-epistemic 

reasons for viewing the preferences otherwise. For 



example, if one learns that he will suffer mental 

collapse if he views his beauty preferences as non

categorical, then he might have a prudential reason for 

viewing the preferences categorically. Similarly, our 
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. experiments in imagination give us good epistemic reason 

for viewing our preferences about governing values as 

non-categorical. In a later chapter, I'll consider 

whether we might have some non-epistemic reasons for 

viewing these preferences categorically. 

Since an ideal is essentially viewed by a person as 

something conformity to which would gain some categorical 

good for the person, our evidence militates against 

embracing ideals. Our evidence conflicts with viewing 

categorical goods as existing. Embracing an ideal is 

like being afraid of a unicorn; it involves an emotional 

relationship with something that does not really exist. 

The most obvious response to the line of thought I 

advocate is to deny the success of the experiment in 

imagination. One might say that even if a person suspends 

commitment to his current values, he cannot imagine that 

there would be as much worth in his life as an egoist 

as there would be as an altruist. One might press the 

analogy with truth. If a person suspends his current 

judgments as to what is true, he cannot imagine that he 

might embrace some set of judgments which conflicts 



with the original set while maintaining a predominance 

of truth in his doxastic system. Hence one might say 

that perhaps the successful egoist or the successful 

altruist could have a good life, they cannot both have 

a good life. The experiment in imagination, one migh~ 

say, fails, and hence one need not concede a non

categorical status for preference among governing 

values. 

Here my opponent and I differ in our judgments of 

what is imaginable. One of us is wrong. But the 

dispute is hard to ajudicate. How does one argue that 

something is or is not imaginable? Either one sees it 
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or he does not. But there is something, I think, which 

can be said against my opponent. We can offer an 

explanation of how he might be mistaken in what he thinks 

he can imagine. 

It seems a denial of what seems most precious in 

your own life if you admit that just any other life--a 

coward's, a rapist's, an idiot's, that of the person you 

now find most disgusting--is just as good as your own. 

You think that there is some point in your not becoming 

a weak and stupid coward, even if nobody but you would 

be affected by the metamorphosis. You want to be able 

to say something critical about living as a weak and 

stupid coward; you want to say something more than 

that you wouldn't like to be like him. But the success 



of our thought experiment would seem to leave you with 

nothing to say. An admission of the success of the 

thought experiment seems to suggest that all lives 

really are equally good. And admission of equality in 

this realm apparently undermines a judgment of the 

inferiority of another person's life, even the life of 
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a stupid coward. You might feel so sure that some lives 

are better than a stupid coward's that you use modus 

tollens to infer the failure of the thought experiment. 

But the success of the experiment would deprive 

nobody of the basis for criticizing some other life as 

inferior. The experiment's success does mean that if we 

adopt the perspective that comes with distancing 

ourselves from our personal values, then there will be no 

trouble seeing equal worth in a variety of radically 

different lives. But that is not the perspective we 

must embrace at all times. The perspective is intro

duced only as a means for rendering plausible the thesis 

that judgments of value in a life, like judgments of 

beauty and judgments of superiority in ice cream taste, 

are best regarded as relational. Once the analogy 

connecting beauty, ice cream superiority, and worth in 

life is clear, we can return to our ordinary perspective, 

and make a variety of judgments about the worth of 

different lives. 
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Now a more acute criticism can be made. I will 

concede, arguendo, says the critic, the success of the 

thought experiment; and I'll accept arguendo the 

relational account. It may even be conceded, the critic 

continues, that all my concessions will leave me in a 

position to issue the judgment that a life exemplifying 

cowardice and stupidity is in some way inferior to a 

life exemplifying courage and brillance. But on the 

relational account, suggests the critic, all my 

judgments against the coward amounts to is that (roughly) 

the life of a coward seems inferior to me now. That is 

little more, it seems, than an uninteresting piece of 

autobiography, a mere description of how I happen to 

feel. It is theoretically embarrassing to give these 

judgments so pedestrian a status, it seems. Here the 

critic may ask us to consider the stupid coward's judg

ment that his life is superior to the courageous 

intellectual's life. Acceptance of the relational 

account apparently constrains us to admit that the 

stupid coward makes a true judgment. For (we may sup

pose) it seems to the stupid coward now that his life 

is superior to the courageous intellectual's. Any 

account which concedes so much to the stupid coward 

must be rejected, the critic maintains. So the relation

al account must be rejected! 



I think we must admit the critic's charge that 

on the relational account, the stupid coward makes a 
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true judgment of worth in his life. But there is nothing 

theoretically embarrassing in that admission. We may 

agree that the stupid coward makes a true judgment 

without agreeing with him about worth in his life. Our 

agreement amounts to no more than an agreement that it 

seems to the coward at the time of his judgment that his 

life has a certain worth. (Compare: I may allow that 

you make a true judgment that it is raining now without 

being constrained to admit that it is raining now if it 

happens that your judgment that it is raining now and my 

judgments that it is not raining now occur at different 

times.) Indeed, it is open to me to say that it is only 

because of the stupid coward's inferior life that he can 

truly say what he says. That may not impress the stupid 

coward very much: he might say that I make the judgments 

about his life that I make only because of my inferior 

life. An impasse at this point should be of no surprise; 

little practical fruit comes from critical exchanges 

between radically different people. The important point 

to keep in mind is that the relational account really 

does not deprive us of the basis for saying anything we 

really want to say about worth in life nor does it in 

trivialize these judgments by rendering them merely 

autobiographical. 



CHAPTER V 

ABSURDITY 

Sometimes a person tries to do what it is not in 

his power to do. Often such an attempt is made only 

because a person is ignorant of his prospects for success; 

it is a matter of contention whether a person can 

knowingly strive for the impossible, a matter to which 

we shall return. In any case, I'll argue that acting 

on a desire to achieve the impossible is paradigmatically 

absurd. We call some other things absurd by courtesy: 

they resemble attempts at the impossible. 

A meaningful life is impossible, I argued in 

the last chapter. Nevertheless we desire meaningful 

lives, and act to realize such desire. So it is plausible 

viewing our lives as absurd. In this chapter I propose 

to explain the concept of absurdity, to investigate the 

connection between absurdity and meaninglessness, and to 

comment on the variety of reasonable responses to absurdity. 

An Account of Absurdity 

I propose that paradigmatically absurdity is a 

property of a certain kind of state of affairs: a state 

of affairs in which a person is acting on a desire to do 

something that is not in his power to do. (When it is 
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not within a person's power to do something, I shall 

sometimes say that he cannot do it or that it is impos

sible for him to do it.) Consider, now, a case in 
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which the other account of absurdity we discussed, Thomas 

Nagel's account, seemed to have trouble: Against 

impossible odds, Jones attempts to save his wife. The 

case constitutes a state of affairs in which Jones 

attempts to do something that he cannot, namely, save 

his wife. So the case satisfies at least a necessary 

condition for absurdity on my account. But that condi

tion is not enough. Suppose that I confusedly try to 

start my car by using the key to my desk. Then it seems 

that I try to do something that I cannot do, though a 

judgment of absurdity is too much. Starting the car 

doesn't matter enough to ground absurdity. 

Perhaps, then, we should say that if a state of 

affairs in which a person is trying to do something is 

absurd, then what the person is trying to do is perceived 

by him as mattering. Something is perceived by a person 

as mattering when it might bring embarrassment, shame, 

guilt, painful regret, even remorse. (Am I entitled to 

appeal to these retrospective attitudes in an analysis of 

absurdity, given that I argued against remorse in the 

last chapter? Well I argued against remorse, not the 

other retrospective attitudes. And I argued only that 

we lack a certain kind of justification for feeling 



remorse, not that there is no such concept. Hence I am 

entitled to use remorse and the other retrospective 

attitudes in an analysis.) Thus our paradigrnatically 

absurd situation is one in which a person acts on a 

desire to do' .§.omething which is not in his power to do, 

something which matters to him. It matters to Jones 

that he save his wife, and that he cannot do. So his 

attempting to save her is an absurd situation. 
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My account identifies Nagel's examples of absurd 

situations as being absurd situations as well as Nagel's 

account does. Consider Nagel's example of a man pro

posing marriage over the phone to a recorded telephone 

message. On my account, the suitor is in an absurd 

situation. He is trying to do what he cannot: get a 

woman to agree immediately to marry him by proposing 

over the phone to a recorded message; and what he is 

doing matters to him. Recall Nagel's case of a man 

accepting honors at a solemn ceremony while, unknown to 

him, his pants fall down. His situation is absurd 

because he is trying to do what he cannot (be dignified 

while his pants fall down in public) and what he does 

matters to him. 

Notice that in order to get my account to work, we 

must employ "try" in an unusual sense, a referentially 

transparent sense. This referentially transparent 

sense of "tries" allows substitution of co-extensive 
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terms in the object clause of certain sentences ascribing 

tryings. So sometimes when a person tries A, and "A" 

is co-extensive with "B," then the person tries B. If 

I try hitting you in the nose, and (unknown to me) my 

hitting you in the nose would consist in my breaking 

through a sheet of plexiglass to get to your nose, then 

I try breaking through a sheet of plexiglass to get to 

your nose. In this sense of "try," a person" can try 

something even though he does not believe that he is 

trying it. In general, when a person tries A, and doing 

A involves doing B, then a person tries B. I admit 

the artificiality of this sense of "tries," but will 

persist in using it because it is a theoretically 

fruitful stipulation. 

Consider now the situation of Nagel's futile 

suitor. He tries to get a woman to agree immediately 

to marry him, but that try consists of getting a woman 

to agree immediately to marry him by speaking to a 

recorded message. Hence he tries to get a woman to 

agree immediately to marry him by speaking to a recorded 

message, something that cannot be done. Unless we use 

the transparent sense of try, the suitor could say that 

he was not trying to get a woman to marry him by speaking 

to a recorded message, that he was just trying to get a 

woman to marry him. His claim would be made plausible 

by appeal to the principle that if a person is trying to 
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x, then he is aware of X. To get the desired result that 

the suitor is trying the impossible, then, we must deny 

that principle and stipulate a special sense of "try." 

Once we do that, we can use this sense of "try" in an 

analysis of absurdity and get the right results. 

Nagel's account of absurdity is subsumed under 

mine. On Nagel's account, absurdity is analyzed as a 

conflict between pretence or aspiration and reality. 

Place is given to an element like pretension on my 

account: in an absurd situation a person is involved in 

activity connected with the possibility of the painful 

retrospective emotions. The cornmon element in our 

accounts here is that we regard absurdity as essentially 

involving a person regarding what he does as important. 

The other element in Nagel's account, conflict of 

aspiration and reality, is given a precise sense in my 

account. Aspiration conflicts with reality when a person 

tries to do something that is not in his power to do. 

Characteristic of absurdity on my account is that 

something is essentially frustrated in its purpose. A 

person attempting the impossible is essentially frustrated 

in his purpose. Sometimes we extend the notion of 

absurdity so that something which is not a person 

attempting the impossible is called absurd. For example, 

one might call a Rube Goldberg device absurd--though it 

strives and strives, it achieves no serious purpose. 
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And one might call a person's statement absurd. Recall 

a case earlier presented as a problem for Nagel. One 

might call absurd the inductive skeptic's statement that 

skepticism is true on this sort of rationale: since 

the purpose of a statement is to express the truth, and 

the statement endorsing inductive skepticism could not 

be true, the inductive skeptic frustrates his purpose in 

making a statement. Now consider an absurd play, say 

Ionesco's "The Bald Soprano." We call that play absurd 

because its characters walk around saying things with 

no apparent purpose. All these cases are absurd because 

of their resemblance to the paradigm case of absurdity, 

a person engaged in an attempt at the impossible. 

A problem with the account being developed should 

be noted before moving on to consider the issue of the 

absurdity of human life. There is a danger in identifying 

an absurd situation as a kind of state of affairs. By 

profligate conjoining of states of affairs, we might 

without warrant infect an otherwise innocent state of 

affairs with absurdity. Consider, for example, the 

absurd situation of Jones proposing marriage to a 

recorded message. Suppose that before making his phone 

call, Jones eats a hamburger. Now that state of affairs 

consisting of Jones making the phone call and Jones 

eating the hamburger seems absurd on the account we are 

considering, because contained in our contrived state of 
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affairs is an activity whose performance would be 

grossly irrational were the agent to be well informed of 

the relevant facts. It is, however, questionable that 

we should regard the contrived state of affairs as 

absurd. Still worse, consider the state of affairs 

consisting of the universe having the history that it 

does. Since this state of affairs contains the state of 

affairs of Jones making his phone call, it seems that 

the account we are considering would require viewing the 

cosmic state of affairs as absurd. But we have not 

found adequate reason for viewing the cosmic state of 

affairs as absurd. These problems are not trivial. For 

if we are to make sense of the claim that human life is 

absurd, it seems likely that we will succeed only by 

showing that constituent state of affairs are absurd. 

This problem must be addressed when we discuss the 

supposed absurdity of human life. 

Desire and Possibility 

Extravagance of desire is no virtue. By curbing 

his wants to align with reasonable expectations, a 

person provides evidence that his rational faculties are 

intact. Yet modesty of desire may be taken too far. 

For example, both the Epicureans and the Stoics main

tained that the reasonable person would desire ends so 

modest that he could be assured of avoiding frustration. 
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Surely reason does not dictate that we lead such dull 

lives. Most of us persist in exposing ourselves to the 

danger of frustrated desire. Further, I shall maintain, 

because we persist in taking our lives so seriously 

that deep emotions like remorse are possible, we are 

saddled with desire whose frustration is inevitable. 

Inevitably frustrated desire smacks of absurdity. 

The seriousness with which we approach our lives, 

the possibility of remorse, provides conclusive evidence 

that we desire something we cannot have: a life we are 

justified in taking seriously. I am not suggesting that 

we desire the impossible under that description. Instead 

I am suggesting that what we desire is in fact impossible, 

and that we are therefore doomed for frustration. I 

shall also argue that it is perhaps not unreasonable for 

us to persist in having these emotions which saddle us 

with impossible desire because 1) for Humean reasons, 

we may have no alternative and 2) despite the involved 

irrationality, life may be better with the emotions than 

without. 

If a person would feel remorse at failure to 

realize some state of affairs, then he desires that the 

state of affairs be realized. Such a state of affairs 

must be distinguished by its non-realization providing 

warrant for remorse. Resembling the referentially 

transparent sense of "tries," there is a referentially 
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transparent sense of "desire" that allows substitution of 

co-extensive terms in the object clause of sentences 

ascribing desires. Let us construe "desire" trans-

parentally. Then we may say that when a person would 

feel remorse at failure to realize some state of affairs, 

he desires the real~zation of some state of affairs 

whose non-realization would provide ground for remorse. 

Moreover, to the extent that a person acts on such a 

desire, he tries to realize the desire, thereby attempt

ing the impossible. Since we take the defining projects 

of our lives so seriously, essentially frustrated 

attempts characterize our lives. Attempts at the 

impossible, we have learned, are a mark of absurdity. 

Hence it becomes plausible that our lives are absurd. 

I am suggesting that we view our lives as 

absurd because of the absurdity linked with certain 

desires in our lives. One might object that the move 

from the absurdity of a person acting on certain 

desires in his life to the absurdity of life itself is 

a move in need of a rationale. This problem harks 

back to our earlier observation of a difficulty deter

mining the extent to which a state of affairs is rendered 

absurd by absurd constituent states of affairs. Here, 

however, the problem is modest. 

For good reason, when we judge whether or not a 

person's life has gone well, one thing to which we attend 



is how well he has succeeded in achieving his life 

projects. A person's life is largely constituted by 

the pursuit of these projects. Since the state of 

affairs consisting of a person living his life is 

largely constituted by the states of affairs consisting 
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in a person pursuing his life projects, it seems plausible 

that when the pursuit of these projects is absurd, so 

is the person's life. I can imagine doubting.this 

inference on the ground that it is an instance of the 

fallacy of composition. But that doubt seems misplaced. 

When we take our lives seriously, our lives gain an end; 

the realization of desire to achieve life projects. 

Insofar as we are frustrated in the attempt to realize 

this desire, so is the end of our lives frustrated. 

When we thus cannot realize the desire that is connected 

with the end of our lives, our lives are absurd. 

Suppose, now, that life is absurd. What of it? 

No reasonable person, one might think, would knowingly 

indulge inevitably frustrated desire. The desire leading 

to an absurd life, one might infer, should be shunned. 

An even stronger response to the thesis that life is 

absurd could occur. One might argue that it is impossible 

for a person convinced of the argument so far presented 

to have an absurd life. To desire something, one might 

aver, a person must at least believe it possible that 



the desire be satisfied. Otherwise we have at most a 

wish. Since the desire necessary for an absurd life is 

impossible, no knowing person could have that desire; 

hence no knowing person could have an absurd life. Not 

112 

only is it unreasonable for a person to persist in having 

an absurd life after being persuaded of these arguments: 

it is impossible. Or so one might think. 

A proponent of the thesis that life is absurd 

need not have his acceptance of that thesis undermine 

the absurdity of his life, I shall maintain. Even if we 

accept a conceptual connection between desire and 

believed possibility, I shall argue, it will not matter. 

We may countenance two "types of belief, motivational and 

ratiocinative. It is the motivational type which we 

must attribute to a person as conceptually connected 

with desire. A conflict between motivational and ratio-

cinative belief is possible. Acceptance of the thesis 

that life is absurd involves ratiocinativ8 belief. Hence 

it is possible for a person to accept the thesis while 

continuing to desire the impossible. I shall argue, 

further, that we should deny a link between what we 

desire and what we believe to be possible. Still a 

question will remain whether it is reasonable for a person 

to indulge desire he knows will be frustrated. 

The philosopher who doubts that we might desire 

what we believe to be impossible is too impressed with 



the place of reason in affecting the passions. Desire 

will not be harnessed to reasonable expectations. 

113 

Imagine that, afraid of heights, I am securely 

chained to a cliff overlooking a remote valley. Teeth 

chattering, perspiration flowing off my forehead, muscles 

stiff, I am afraid. Yet I know that I am securely 

chained to the cliff, that there is no chance I will 

fall. I am afraid and I believe that I am not in dangero 

Indeed, I am.willing to bet the savings of all my friends 

that I am in no danger. The case is interesting for 

what it tells us about the connection between belief 

and passion. A passion may persist despite one's knowing 

that there is no way it will fulfill its natural role. 

A person may be afraid despite knowing he is free from 

danger. Emotions like fear seem even more susceptible 

to the influence of reason than does desire. Hence we 

should expect that if fear can elude the harness of 

reason, so too can desire. Just as the natural role of 

fear is to avoid danger, the natural role of desire is 

to bring one to acquire the object of the desire. 

Desiring what we know impossible should be no more 

arduous than fearing what we know to be not dangerous. 

Hence we can desire what we know to be impossible. 

One way to respond to this story is to postulate 

two importantly different kinds of belief, motivational 

and ratiocinative. Perhaps deep down I am motivated by 
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a belief that I am in some real danger of falling, and 

that motivating belief is required to explain my fear 

behavior. But that motivating belief is not one I would 

accept for purposes of rational calculation; rather than 

bet on the motivating belief, I would bet on its negation. 

There may be levels of belief, then, and perhaps a 

belief which should be attributed to a person at the 

level of rational reflection need not be attributed at 

the level of motivation of behavior. 

Available now is an explanation of how a person 

could continue to have inevitably frustrated desire 

despite believing the desire to be inevitably frustrated. 

Belief in the inevitability of frustration may be merely 

ratiocinative, entertained in our counterparts to Hume's 

study, and without significant motivational force. 

Although the postulation of these two levels of 

belief could serve to explain how a knowing person could 

desire the impossible, I favor a more straightforward 

response to the skeptic who doubts that a knowing person 

might desire the impossible. Desire, I think, is 

conceptually independent of belief. A person can desire 

something he does not believe possible at any level. 

Suppose that you are tossed out of a soaring jet, and 

that as a consequence you feel afraid that you will 

momentarily splatter on the ground below. You know 
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that you will momentarily splatter. If you are afraid 

of something, then you desire its non-occurrence. Hence 

you desire that you not splatter. So you desire that 

you won't splatter and know that you will. Moreover, it 

is reason~le to suppose that your knowledge of impending 

splattering pervades belief at every level. You need 

have no motivating belief that you perhaps won't splatter 

in order to fear that you wi11--you need have no inc1in-

ation to escape the crash. In this case, one desires 

something which he at no level believes possible, namely, 

one desires that he not splatter despite at no level 

believing it possible that he won't splatter. So desire 

does not require believed possibility. 

Although it is possible for a person to persist 

in having desire he knows will be inevitably frustrated, 

there remains a question whether doing so is ever reason-

able. One might argue that this persistence is at least 

not unreasonable, inasmuch as it is not a matter of 

voluntary control. We cannot help but take our lives 

seriously, it might be argued, and so we are beyond 

rational criticism for indulging the desire involved 

in taking things seriously. 

Are these desires beyond our control? The 

question is largely empirical. It seems plausible, 

however, that through some long range behavior modifica-

tion therapy or through brain surgery, we should be 
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able to indirectly affect these desires. At any rate, it 

remains an interesting question, whether we should 

eliminate these desires i£ we could. We must learn 

whether it is reasonable persisting in these desires. 

Toward this end we must inquire whether it would be 

reasonable persisting in these desires if we had control 

of the matter. 

A damaging charge against persisting. in some 

desire is that pursuit of the desire's satisfaction will 

thwart the satisfaction of other, more important, desire. 

So baldly put, the charge appears limp, at least as 

raised against the desire which concerns us. The creden

tials of the desire we are considering are too good. By 

definition, desire connected with the possibility of 

remorse is viewed by its owner as being of first 

importance, and so there is no threat of pursuit of that 

desire jeopardizing the satisfaction of more important 

desire. When we keep in mind that desire connected with 

remorse cannot be satisfied, however, a related doubt 

appears. Persisting in an inevitably frustrated desire 

is likely to prevent a person from satisfying desires 

he might otherwise satisfy. For example, people generally 

desire that their desires not be frustrated. Persistence 

in desire connected with the possibility of remorse 

renders unsatisfiable the desire that one's desires not 

be frustrated. By embracing inevitably frustrated 



desire, one "acts" against his own desire, while 

apparently gaining nothing. That seems the height of 

irrationality. 

Consider this case. Thirsty, I want a drink. 
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I believe that Coke is the most pleasant and accessible 

drink about. So I want a Coke. Then I learn that 

unusual atmospheric activity has eliminated Coke from 

the face of the Earth. Notice how peculiar it would be 

for me to persist in desiring a Coke upon learning that 

there is none. Why? My desire for a Coke is importantly 

motivated by the desire to satisfy my thirst. Once I 

learn that there is no Coke, an important basis for my 

Coke desire disappears. The persistence of the Coke 

desire can have no constructive role in my 1ife~ and 

might only make it harder for me to enjoy the drinking 

available to me. The Coke desire, it appears, should be 

abandoned. 

In contrast, recall the case where you are 

tossed out of a soaring jet to face the certain prospect 

of splattered doom below. Let us consider your desire 

not to splatter. Should you persist in that desire? 

Considerations reminiscent of the Coke case favor the 

desire's abandonment. The desire not to splatter, it 

appears, can play no constructive role in your life. 

Splattering, after all, is inevitable. And the desire 

might make it harder for you to make good use of the time 
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you have left. Free from concern about splattering, 

you might, for example, devote time to isometrics or the 

refinement of mathematical skills. These activities 

may be worth very little, but even very little is more, 

it appears, than one can expect to achieve in connection 

with the desire not to splatter. Further, your mind 

would be free from the felt frustration of the non

satisfaction of the Coke desire. Suppose that you have 

the ability to eradicate in free flight the desire not 

to splatter. Should you? I think not. The case is 

importantly different from the Coke case. 

The desire to drink Coke is motivated in large 

part by a desire to quench thirst, while the desire 

not to splatter is motivated in large part by a desire 

not to die, or at least a desire not to die now. If one 

abandons the Coke desire, he might still find a way to 

satisfy the desire to satisfy thirst, but if one abandons 

the desire to not splatter, there is no possibility of 

similarly finding a way to satisfy one's desire not to 

die. What distinguishes the Coke case from the jet 

case, then, is that desire for the Coke is motivated by 

another desire which is not inevitably frustrated, while 

desire not to splatter is motivated by an inevitably 

frustrated desire. One should abandon the Coke desire 

because some other desire could better serve the point 

of the Coke desire. No such substitute desire is 



available for the desire not to splatter. No desire, 

in the envisaged context, will serve the role of 

avoiding death. 
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I am suggesting that one reason it initially 

appears unreasonable for a person to embrace an inevitably 

frustrated desire is that often such a desire can be 

replaced in a person's life in a way that will allow him 

to respect his aims, projects and values, while at the 

same time allowing him to keep personal frustration at 

a minimum. In the Coke case, a person can satisfy his 

thirst even with some other beverage, and so, unless 

Coke is perceived as having independent value, it 

appears unreasonable to continue desiring it. Sometimes, 

however, no substitution of a satisfiable desire for an 

inevitably frustrated desire is compatable with a 

person's ends, projects, and values. It is likely, 

for example, that no substitution for the desire not to 

splatter would be both satisfiable and compatable with 

your aims, values, and projects. The grounds for 

criticizing your inevitably frustrated desire not to 

splatter must be quite different from the grounds for 

criticizing my inevitably frustrated desire to drink 

Coke. 

By desiring Coke when there is none, I set 

myself up for frustration, but for no good reason. Can 
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you have a good reason for inviting the frustration that 

will accompany your desire not to splatter? 

Here is something that might count as a reason. 

Suppose that you desire that you persist in your natural 

inclinations, and that you attach more importance to that 

conservative desire than you attach importance to your 

desire that your desires not be frustrated. As you 

would see things, then, the inevitable frust~ation of 

impossible desire would be not too high a price to pay 

for persistence in your natural inclinations. It would 

be more important to you that you persist in your natural 

desire not to splatter than that you avoid frustration. 

I don't know whether we have this conservative 

desire, and I do not wish to hinge anything on our actual

ly having it. I am more interested in the possibility 

of that desire, and in the role it would play in a 

rational ordering of a person's desires. For such a 

desire allows one to rationally embrace an inevitably 

frustrated desire, at least on the assumption, which I'll 

examine soon, that desires like the conservative desire 

are not themselves irrational. 

Are there desires which can less contentiously 

be attributed to a person and which play a role like 

the conservative desire's? There must be. Here's 

how we know. It is quite natural imagining the case 

where you, after being tossed from a jet to face certain 



death, continue to desire that you not die. It is 

implausible to regard this as a mere expression of a 

weak will, as anything but an expression of your real 

desires. But it is possible that your persisting in 
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the desire not to die be an expression of what you really 

desire only on the assumption that there is something 

you care about more than avoiding frustration. Suppose 

that you want to be the sort of person who desires 

certain things. Then if it turns out that those things 

are unattainable, you still have a reason to desire them, 

namely that you want to be. a person who desires them. 

Return now to the case where you are hurled out 

of a soaring jet. Suppose that you believe that the 

projects in your life are relatively important, more 

important than the avoidance of frustration. You care 

about recognizing the importance of these projects, 

since you believe that such recognition is their due. 

You desire to be a person who respects his life projects 

and who has strength of will. Your desire to respect 

these projects is more important to you than your desire 

to avoid frustration of your desires. A way of showing 

respect for these projects is desiring the non-occurrence 

of what would defeat them: your death. So you desire 

that you not die, despite the fact that your death is 

inevitable. Since you care more about showing respect 



for your projects than avoiding frustration, it is 

reasonable for you to adopt the inevitably frustrated 

desire. 
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In the case I discuss immediately above, I talk 

about merely the comparative importance you attach to 

your projects over the avoidance of frustration. When 

we consider how much importance we in fact attach to our 

life projects, it becomes clear that our lives are 

absurd. We care so much about our projects that we 

regard their failure as a ground for remorse. Earlier 

I argued that such deep concern saddles us with an in

evitably frustrated desire for the occurrence of a 

state of affairs whose non-occurrence would provide 

grounds for remorse. The discussion of the jet case 

demonstrates that sometimes it is reasonable for a person 

to persist in an inevitably frustrated desire. It 

remains to be established that it is reasonable to 

persist in the inevitably frustrated desire tied to the 

defining projects of our lives. Let us consider a 

specific case. 

Suppose that a person desires, as an essential 

part of his life's project, to possess an array of the 

most magnificent human capacities, to have a rich and 

highly developed emotional life, to engage in complex 

social relations involving love and respect. One might 

satisfy this desire, I think, though doing so would 



require taking things so seriously that there is the 

possibility of remorse. Imagine that B is a person 

desiring this refined emotional life. B wants to love. 

Loving someone, it seems clear, requires feeling quite 

bad for intentionally hurting her, requires that one 

should feel remorse for hurting her. Feeling bad in 
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this way, I have argued, requires desiring the impossible; 

hence feeling bad in this way saddles one with·inevitably 

frustrated desire. But B, concerned as he is about 

being a certain sort of person, might well be willing 

to pay the price of certain frustration. It is more 

important to B that he be a loving man than that he 

avoid frustration. I assert that most of us are like B. 

We are so concerned with the depth of our relations with 

others and with our projects that we are willing to make 

the sacrifice of frustration. 

It is important to keep in mind that there is 

nothing essentially self-deceptive or intellectually dis

honest about desiring an emotional life of the sort that 

saddles one with inevitably frustrated desire. One 

need not delude himself into believing that the relevant 

desire is satisfiable. One must simply have the tenacity 

to persist in desire despite knowing that it cannot be 

satisfied. The price of certain frustration is not very 

high. If we were really that worried about frustration, 
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then we would heed the Stoic advice and modify our desire 

to the point where there is no chance of frustration. 

But this raises another approach from which one 

might argue that a reasonable person would not knowingly 

persist in an absurd life. If my argument in the third 

chapter is correct, then the evidence is against viewing 

our desires categorically. That suggests that we are not 

justified in having those emotions which involve 

categorical desire, those emotions connected with our 

taking our lives seriously. It seems, then, that a 

consequence of chapter three is that we are not justified 

in viewing our lives in such a way that leads us to 

desire the impossible and involves us thereby in 

absurdity. If we are not justified in viewing our lives 

in this way, then a reasonable person would not do it. 

So a reasonable person's life is not absurd. 

To answer this last objection, it will prove 

useful considering this case. Suppose that your rich 

uncle promises you a million dollars on the condition 

that you believe that John Kennedy was killed by Armenian 

Secret Police. Is it reasonable for you to believe that 

John Kennedy was killed by Armenian Secret Police? If 

you keep the goal in mind of maximizing truth and mini

mizing error in your belief system, it seems unreasonable 

for you to accept the Armenian hypothesis. But there 
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are other goals you might have which would be more 

likely realized were you to accept the hypothesis, anyone 

of the many goals that require a lot of money. If any of 

those other goals are very important to you, it might be 

reasonable for you to make some sacrifice with respect 

to your epistemic goals. It might be reasonable for you 

to be epistemically unreasonable. . That shows that 

the question whether it is reasonable for a person to do 

something is hard to determine without knowing' what a 

person's goals are. Moreover, the very same action or 

belief may be reasonable for a person from the perspective 

of attaining one of his goals but unreasonable from the 

perspective of attaining some other goal. 

When I concluded in Chapter Four that a feeling 

of remorse is unjustified, I was arguing from a 

perspective in many ways like the epistemic perspective: 

a perspective from which one has a goal that his 

emotions at least approach truth, satisfying their 

presuppositions. A reasonable person might very well 

have the goal that his emotions be appropriate, and from 

that perspective, it is unreasonable to feel remorse. 

But a reasonable person might also care about having a 

certain kind of emotionally rich life, and from that 

practical perspective, the perspective of Chapter Four 

doesn't matter so much. 



APPENDIX 

A RECENT DISCUSSION 

Robert Nozick's treatment of the meaning of life 

did not appear until I completed the main body of this 

dissertation. His discussion contains many tantalizing 

and provocative remarks, though his core thes1s is 

elusive. 

The question of the meaning of life arises, accord-

ing to Nozick, because of perceived limits on the worth 

of what we do. If our lives were appropriately connected 

with something whose worth were unlimited, then questions 

of life's meaning would properly come to a halt: 

we have glimpsed one way questions of meaning 
can be brought to a halt, with a self-sufficient 
unlimited being which is its own meaning and which 
we somehow connect with (as in the case of God) 
or are (as in the case of the Brahman or Vedanta). 
(Nozick, p. 608) 

In the quoted passage Nozick suggests that he identifies 

"one way" that question of meaning can be stopped. As 

best as I can make out, it is Nozick's only way • 
.. 

Nozick's answer to the question of whether our 

lives are meaningful, it seems, is to deny that there 

are really any limits on the worth of what we do. Since 

we are appropriately connected with God, something of 

126 



unbounded worth, our lives are of maximal worth, and we 

are deprived of a basis for doubting worth or meaning 

in our lives. 

Suppose, however, that you have a painfully 

miserable life. You see your body become very ugly and 
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very diseased. You suffer constant and severe pain. You 

see all those you love crippled, humiliated, killed; and 

you know you can do nothing. Surely it make.s sense for 

you to raise the question of whether there is really any

thing of worth about your life. In fact, you might 

sensibly wish that you had never been born. How does this 

wish link with Nozick's discussion? Can you agree with 

Nozick that there exists a God of unbounded worth and still 

doubt meaning and worth in your life? I don't know the 

answer to that question. I don't understand what it might 

be to have an appropriate connection to something of 

limitless worth while at the same time suffering abject 

misery. But the important thing to keep in mind is how 

the misery of your life seems to give you a basis 

to doubt worth and meaning in your life. Because you are 

so miserable, you might in fact come to question your 

life's meaning. Moreover, there is nothing obviously 

incoherent in your so questioning. How your life seems 

to you from within is at least relevant to whether you 

life is meaningful. Since you are miserable, and that 

misery provides a basis for doubt about your life, 



Nozick seems wrong in his suggestion that the existence 

of a properly unlimited God puts an end to questions of 

Ii fe's meaning. 
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Of course, Nozick could respond that the person 

suffering such abject misery could not be appropriately 

connected with God; Nozick might maintain that his account 

purports to show merely how our lives might be meaning

ful, not that our lives are in fact meaningful. But that 

response misses the mark. Nothing external to us, not 

even God, could deprive us of the basis for asking 

sensibly whether our lives are really meaningful. When 

you suffer misery and failure in your life, that misery 

and failure in your life provides the basis for your doubt. 

Now if God and his connection to you does not deprive you 

of the basis for doubting your life's worth when you 

suffer pain and failure, why should it deprive you of 

that basis when you have a pleasant life? If a life of 

pain and failure is not good enough to be meaningful, 

then perhaps neither is a pleasant life good enough to 

be meaningful. The way your life seems to you is 

relevant to its meaningfulness. God's existence need 

not bear on the way your life seems to you. At least 

some of the issue of a life's meaning, therefore, is 

independent of theistic considerations. The existence 

of a limitless God would not properly bring a halt to 

many questions of meaning and life. 
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