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Having @ Meaningtul Versus a Meaningless Life

Judgments about the meaningfulness
or meaninglessness of individual lives
are commonplace. People often judge
the quality of their own lives or the lives
of others as being fully or partially mean-
ingful or, conversely, as being fully or
partially meaningless. One great diffi-
culty is that these judgments are often
plagued by such ambiguity as to make
it difficult to get clear exactly what par-
ticular claim is being made. In order to
minimize this difficulty, | propose to
begin by stating one characterization
that seems to me to capture the way
many of us go about assigning meaning
to the narrative of our lives. It is a char-
acterization which holds that having a
meaningful life necessarily involves the
capacity to have, or to successfully
achieve, important life goals.
According to Paul Edwards in “Life,
Meaning and Value of" (The Encyclo-
pedia of Philosophy), when we say that
a person’s life has meaning (in a subjec-
tive and nonmetaphysical sense), we are
only committed to the claim that this
rson's life seems worthwhile to him
ot her, roughly because he or she is at-
tached to some dominant goals and
believes that these goals may be attain-
able. Having a meaningful life, then,
roughly signifies having a minimally ade-
quate sense of purpose and worth—
largely because an individual is attached
to dominant goals and believes that
these goals are, or may be, attainable.
Having a meaningless life seems to sig-
nify the opposite. It seems to signify the
lack of hope and sense of worth—largely
because the individual in question be-
lieves he or she cannot possess or can
no longer achieve any important goal.
I think it is clear that, from this per-
spective, meaninglessness is a matter of
degree and essentially subjective. It is
also clear that meaninglessness is often
related to the sentiment of disappoint-
ment, often the fear that one’s deepest
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desires may not, or cannot, be achieved.
Fear appears to be the trump. I once
heard a suicidal woman say that “she
was just bottled-up fear walking about.”
Life was meaningless not because she
had lost everything of value but because
she was terrified by the fear of such a

- loss. This suggests that it is not only

great actual losses (like death and sepa-
ration from people or things we love)
that trigger feelings of meaninglessness
but anticipatory anxiety and, at worst
of times, feelings of terror. The follow-
ing is such a case; it is extrapolated from
Gail Sheehy's brilliant description of her

own midlife crisis:

M. 8, an otherwise successful in-
vestigative reporter, has multiple
brushes with death. She also ex-
periences and seems to empathize
with the complete mental break-
down of another woman. A sense
of meaninglessness, a sense of an
alien, horrible, unspeakable but
undeniable fear begins to haunt
her. She tells us that “the un-
fathomable fears were: I'll lose my
stable pattern and all the skills
that work for me. . . . I'll wake up
in same alien place. . . . [ will lose
all my friends and connections.
.. . Suddenly, I won't be me any-
more. . . . ['ll be transformed into
some other, execrable form . ..
{an} old woman.

Let us, therefore, add to our char-
acterization and say that individuals
sense or feel life is devoid of meaning
when they fear great loss; when (or to
the extent which) they believe that
they cannot possess goals, or when, if
they can and do have goals, they believe
that these goals are trivial or impossi-
ble to achieve; and when these judg-
ments are accompanied by a sense of
dysphoria or despair. In other words,

people who have studied the claims of
those who hold that their lives are
meaningless, or who have had the ex-
perience themselves, share the follow-
ing beliefs: first, that the experience
typically presupposes a quality-of-ife
perspective, a conviction that a life of
minimal quality is bound up with the
individual's ability to satisfy certain
kinds of desires; second, that there is a
difference between a life devoid of any
quality and one almost devoid of quality,
and between these and one that lies just
on the negative side of the scale; and,
finally, that the experience of meaning
lessness typicaily occurs when individ-
uals fear great loss or believe that they
cannot have signi goals or achieve
the ends which they hoid to be funda-
mentally important.
"This characterization is untidy and
i, but it does seem to capture
a central sense of the term. Margarethe
Van Andics’ book Suicide and the Mean-
ing of Life suggests that the term mean-
ingless life, when used by the dysphoric,
the chronically depressed, and the most

it is not grief or pain or the lack of aim
but the belief that one cannot possess
goals—ortha:,emtfonecan,thue
goals are trivial or impossible to achieve
—that leads a class of human beings to
despair and to the judgment that their

and “meaning of life” crises.

1 do not wish to address the more
difficult question of whether or not this
is the best way of assigning meaning to
life. No doubt some will argue that it
is better to believe that life is always
meani and so will urge, like
Alyosha in Dostoevsky's The Brothers
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Karamazov, that we should love life
more than the meaning of it. The follow-
ing case illustrates what appears to be
the wisdom of this alternative life per-
spective:

Mrs. K is a 50-year-old nurse who
is recovering from breast cancer. She
works a full day in the hospital, cooks
and cares for her husband and six
children, and goes to school at night in
order to be able to improve her life-style.
Her life to date seems to be a series of
disasters, including the death of two
¢hildren. Then, within the same week,
her youngest child is hit by a car and
her husband is hospitalized with a heart
attack. Mrs. K is almost overwhelmed.
But she never has had, nor does she
now have, any sense that her own life
(or life in general) is meaningless. She
believes that life necessarily involves
pain and suffering but that it also offers
moments of happiness and joy. She lives
one day at a time and tends to scold and
chastise those who fail to appreciate the
blessings of both hurt and unhurt ex-
penence.
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In spite of this exampie, some read-
ers may feel that I have spent too much
time on the negative aspects of human
existence and not enough on the possi-
bilities of creating meaning and living a
joyful life. They may believe that [ am
guilty of saying too little about people
who enjoy life and have placed too
much emphasis on those who are mis-
erable or teetering on the brink of sui-
cide. A similar point is made by lIrving
Singer, against Dostoevsky, in his book
Meaning in Life: The Creation of Value.
Of course, Singer also distinguishes be-
tween meaningfulness and significance;
between loving all things and loving the
love in everything; and between a life
worth living and one not worth living,
According to Singer, meaning in life is
the creation of values in accordance
with the needs and inclinations that be-

" long to one’s natural conditions. I have

no quarrel with this characterization.
Nor do [ wish to quarrel with his sug-
gestion that the energies of most ordi-
nary human beings are best spent not
in an attempt to understand feelings of

meaningleseness but in gmng meaning
to their lives—in discerning what goals
and values they can find gratification
and fulfiliment in pursuing. However,
there is a difference between what
human beings should best do and what
many of them actually do. Whatever
wisdom may or may not command, the
task of transmuting human nature must
not be confused with the task of under-
standing it.

Human beings do possess rhe
capacity to be easdy and acutely af-
fected when they perceive a root in-
ability concerning their own life ends.
Human beings, unlike most species, are
frequently tormented by the savage gods
of depression and despair. It is impor-
tant, therefore, to recognize that these
feelings are common. It is important to
also understand that what leads most
commonly to judgments of meaningless-
ness is not so much objective faflure;
rather, it is the sense of being irreversi-
bly defeated—the conviction that, given
one’s basic goals, all is helpless and
hopeless. It is the conclusion enshrined
in Coleridge’s Ode on Dejection:

Work without hope draws nectar
in a sieve;

and hope without an object
cannot live.

So far, I have been describing and,
in part, defending what appears to be
an essentially subjective perspective. It
may not be possible to enlarge it and
adequately distinguish between subjec-
tively and objectively correct judgments.
But it may be illuminating if we look, for
a moment, at a possibie epistemological
strategy. For example, it is tempting to
say that, subjectively, somejudgmmns
are correct when it is claimed that
uﬂvndlnlbehemhuorh:rhfemmn:
ingful or meaningless and when the
claim actually corresponds to that re-
spective belief. Similarly, it is tempting
to add that, objectively, some are cor-
rect when, given the individual’s domi-
nant goals or his or her capacity to have .
goals, the judgment that his or her lfe

is meaningful or meaningless corre-
sponds to relevant external conditions.
I do not think humanists need be con-
cerned about the merits and liabilities
of this strategy. What is important to
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recogmze is that some claims about
meaninglessness have, at least on an
intuitive level, greater cognitive warrant
than others. That, as opposed to pure-
ly subjective judgments, there are judg-
ments rooted in what might be called
objective failure. The following exampies
may illustrate chis point.

Paul D. is a seriously defective child
under one month of age known to be
hydanencephalic, a condition where
both cerebral hemispheres are absent
and are replaced by cerebral spinal fluid.
Because Paul possesses only a brain
stem, which serves primarily to control
respiratory function, and because he
lacks the capacity for even minimum
cognitive power, his parents judge his

life to be meaningless.

Mr. W, a 53-year-old author and
journalist, suffers from recurrent ab-
dominal pains. A preliminary medical
exam is inconclusive. Exploratory sur-
gery reveals a cancer which has spread
to his liver. Mr. W insists on knowing
how long he has to live and is told that
he has about three months. He believes
that the best way to live with death is
to live as full a life as possible. He
believes that his Life is meaningful until
the time comes when he can no longer
do anything he holds of value. Mr. W
continues to write and spend guality
time with his wife and children. When
he can no longer move, urinate, defecate,
and can just barely appreciate his wife's

presence and loving kindness, he judges
hl.s life to be nearly meaningless and asks
for her help in ending it.

To sum up: it is true that the dis-
position of our character or the way we
view life often determines the measure
of meaningfulness we can enjoy. But it
is also true that objective circumstances
may contribute and that, when an in-
dividual's well-being is nearly or com-
pletely obliterated, then a respective
judgment of meaninglessness seems to

have much greater objective warrant. .
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