Wolf – “The Meanings of Lives”

· Classic question: “What is the meaning of life?”
· Philosophical reservations about this question:
· Normally, words have meanings, not things
· Sometimes things can have meanings, but in such cases, “meaning” is construed evidentially: “These red spots mean chicken pox”; “This footprint means Bigfoot was here.”
· Neither of these are productive ways to construe the question “What is the meaning of life?”
· Roughly, the question seems to be asking what the purpose of our existence is.
· Traditional response:
· If God exists, maybe there is a purpose to our existence.
· If God doesn’t exist, there is no purpose to our existence.
· A different question: “What does it take to live a meaningful life?”
· Individual lives may be more or less meaningful even if there is ultimately no purpose to our existence.
· We traditionally mark a distinction between meaningful and non-meaningful lives. Some people, we’d say, live much more meaningful lives than others. 
· Wolf wants to know: What distinction are we making when we make such judgments? Goal is to give a conceptual analysis of “meaningful life.”
· Paradigm cases:
· Meaningful lives: Gandhi, Mother Teresa, MLK, Einstein, Beethoven
· Meaningless lives: the Blob, Useless, Bankrupt
· We can use the meaningless lives as a guide to the meaningful lives:
· Meaningful lives should not be devoid of activity (like the Blob), nor should they lack an end goal (like the Useless). And they should be at least somewhat successful at achieving their goal (as opposed to the Bankrupt).
· So now we have an analysis of what it is to live a meaningful life: “a meaningful life is one that is actively and at least somewhat successfully engaged in a project of positive value.”
· Clarifications: 
· “Project” is construed very broadly. Need not have a due date, for example. “Making the world a better place” could be a project; a relationship could be a project.
· “Active Engagement” means your heart has to be in it. The alienated housewife who reluctantly jumps from one activity to the next is not living a meaningful life.
· “Positive Value” is construed objectively. We want to allow that one can realize that one has been living a meaningless life, even though it previously felt meaningful. This requires an objective rather than a subjective notion of value.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]“Positive Value” need not mean positive moral value. Many people who live meaningful lives are not especially moral: Wittgenstein, Tchaikovsky, Olympic athletes, etc.
