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Preface

This book is a collection of all the papers and essays published in the
Special Issue “Reconsidering Meaning in Life: A Philosophical Dialogue
with Thaddeus Metz,” Journal of Philosophy of Life, Vol.5, No.3, 2015.

“Meaning in life” or the “meaning of life” is one of the most discussed
topics in the field of philosophy of life. The Journal of Philosophy of Life
has so far published several papers which deal with the issue of “meaning
in life” as their main subject. Looking back in history, philosophers,
religious figures, and novelists in every part of the world have discussed
this topic ardently and passionately from ancient times to the present day.
More recently, philosophers in the English speaking world have begun to
study this topic in the field of analytic philosophy.

In 2013, philosopher Thaddeus Metz published a monumental book
entitled Meaning in Life: An Analytic Study with Oxford University Press.
Fortunately, Professor Metz has been a member of the editorial advisory
board of the Journal of Philosophy of Life from its inception. | asked him to
be a guest editor of a special issue dedicated to his book. We called for
papers in the summer of 2014, and in October this year, we published
eleven peer-reviewed articles and two essays in the Journal. You can read
all of them and a reply by Metz in this single book.

While the main purpose of the papers is to analyze and criticize
arguments made by Thaddeus Metz, from their discussions we can extract
fruitful insights and suggestions for further development of the
philosophical analysis of meaning in life in general. | believe this volume
provides new and fresh approaches to the study of meaning in life in a
diversified world.

Masahiro Morioka

Professor, Waseda University
Editor-in-chief, Journal of Philosophy of Life
October 31, 2015.



Précis of Meaning in Life: An Analytic Study
Thaddeus Metz

Distinguished Research Professor, University of Johannesburg

In Meaning in Life: An Analytic Study (Metz 2013), my overarching
aims are to articulate a novel theory of what would make a human person’s
life meaningful and to argue that it is more justified than competitors to be
found in the analytic philosophical literature from the past 100 or so years.

This project inherently brings with it certain limitations. In focusing on
the meaning of an individual’s life, | set aside the issue of what, if anything,
might confer meaning on the human race in general. In evaluating theories
of meaning in a person’s life, 1 address fundamental principles that
purportedly capture what all meaningful conditions have in common, and
so do not explore particularist, phenomenological, strictly first-personal or
other philosophical approaches that one might adopt. In considering
principally analytic texts, i.e., those in the English-speaking,
Anglo-American philosophical tradition, | do not thoroughly discuss those
in other traditions such as the Continental or East Asian. Finally, in
reflecting mainly on philosophical works, | bracket considerations of how
research in other fields such as psychology or religion might be revealing.

Given such a focus, | found more than enough authors, works and ideas
with which to grapple in Meaning in Life. About half of the contributions to
this special issue of the Journal of Philosophy of Life have elected to stay
within the parameters of my project; they use the same sort of lens that |
employ, but see something different from what | do. Here | am thinking of
the articles by Peter Baumann, David Matheson, Jason Poettcker, Yu Urata,
Hasko von Kriegstein, Nicholas Waghorn, Mark Wells and Fumitake
Yoshizawa.

However, one major rationale for this special issue of the Journal of
Philosophy of Life was to encourage the reflective exploration of issues of
meaning through a different lens altogether. Such an approach
characterizes the contributions of Christopher Ketcham, Minao Kukita,
Masahiro Morioka, James Tartaglia and Sho Yamaguchi, all of whom,
except for Tartaglia, work within the East Asian philosophical tradition.
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Usually these latter critics maintain not merely that their lens is
different and merits use alongside mine, but also that it is better and should
be used instead of it. In my reply to these contributors, | argue that this
stronger view is implausible, and that, at best, they offer a lens that would
usefully supplement, but that should not supplant, the one that | employ. |
do not defend the claim that would be the mirror image of the one these
critics make, viz., that only my, theoretical-analytic way of approaching
issues of meaning is appropriate. At this stage of my thought, I am pluralist
about methodology, maintaining that it would be useful to view meaning
through a variety of lenses.

In the rest of this overview, | provide a sketch of the three major parts
of Meaning in Life, reviewing just enough to make sense of the rich debates
that follow. This special issue of the Journal has advanced reflection about
meaning, and done so in some truly deep and interesting ways. | am
honoured and heartened that my book was the occasion for such additions
to the stock of knowledge.

In the first major part of Meaning in Life | analyze the category of
meaningfulness in a way that is intended to be largely neutral amongst
competing theories of what meaningfulness essentially is insofar as it is
exhibited to a certain degree in a human person’s life. Specifically, | define
what most in Anglo-American philosophy mean by the phrase “meaning in
life” and cognate terms, indicate what the bearer of this value is, and
differentiate meaningfulness from happiness, subjectively construed.

With regard to definitional matters, I ultimately maintain that a pluralist,
family resemblance model is most defensible at this point. According to
this view, talk of “meaning in life” is about ideas such as purposiveness,
transcendence, aptness of emotions such as admiration and esteem, and
narrative properties. While each of these ideas captures a large array of
theoretical work in the relevant literature, no one of them captures
everything on its own.

| next consider what the bearer of life’s meaning is, i.e., what it is about
a life that can be meaningful or meaningless. Is it only the life as a
patterned whole, merely the parts of a life considered in themselves, or

1i1



both? I conclude in favour of the latter, mixed view; | maintain that there
are two independent dimensions of meaning in life, namely, certain parts of
a person’s life at a certain time, such as a particular action, project or stage
(e.g., adolescence) and then also the person’s life considered in its entirety.
A complete judgment of the degree of meaning in a person’s life, which
would ground a comparison with the lives of others, must weigh up both
dimensions and add them together in some way.

In the rest of part one, | compare and contrast the goods of pleasure and
meaning, focusing most on highlighting important differences between
them. | contrast pleasure and meaning with respect to six value-theoretic
factors, amongst them: what the logical sources of these values are in
contrast to their bearers, how luck can play a role in their realization of the
values, and which attitudes are appropriate in response to them. I conclude
by suggesting that a pleasant life is plausibly to be identified with a happy
one, which means that happiness and meaningfulness are two distinct
goods that can each contribute independently to making a life
choice-worthy.

In the next two major parts of the book, | focus on spelling out and
evaluating a wide array of theories of life’s meaning, basic accounts of
what all the meaningful conditions of a life have in common. | assess
theories largely in terms of the extent to which they entail and plausibly
explain intuitions salient in the Anglo-American philosophical literature,
particularly as they concern the meaningfulness of the good (morality,
beneficence), the true (knowledge, wisdom) and the beautiful (art,
creativity).

Specifically, in the second part, | criticize supernaturalist theories of
meaning in life, according to which either God or a soul (or both), as
typically conceived in the monotheist tradition, is necessary for life to be at
all meaningful. | spend considerable time focusing on the most influential
version of supernaturalism, according to which meaning in a person’s life
consists of her fulfilling God’s purpose.

| provide reasons to doubt arguments in favour of purpose theory, and
also claim to offer a novel reason to doubt the view itself. According to this
latter argument, in order for God to be necessary to confer meaning on our
lives, God would have to be qualitatively different from, and higher than,
anything that could exist in the natural world. And this means that God
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would have to be a person who has properties such as simplicity and
atemporality, properties that are difficult to reconcile with purposive
agency, which appears to be essentially complex and temporal.

| also proffer arguments against any supernaturalism, not just the
purposive version of it. The most original objection is that many of those
who adopt supernaturalism hold views that are in tension with each other.
On the one hand, they claim to know that some lives have meaning in them,
but, on the other, they do not claim to know that anything supernatural,
such as God or a soul, actually exists. Supernaturalists might have faith in
the latter, but that is of course not conclusive evidence of their existence,
which most implicitly maintain they have about the presence of meaning in
people’s lives.

In the third part of Meaning in Life, | present a new naturalist theory
that | contend improves upon extant versions of naturalism, the broad view
that a life in a purely physical world could be meaningful. | first provide
counterexamples to a wide range of existing naturalist views, including the
theories that a life is meaningful just insofar as it is creative, promotes
welfarist or perfectionist consequences in the long run, or connects with
organic unities beyond itself.

| then advance my favoured view at this stage, the fundamentality
theory, which is roughly the idea that a life is (particularly) meaningful
insofar as exercises reason in a robust, sophisticated way and orients it
towards basic conditions of human existence, ones that are largely
responsible for or explain much else about it.

Just as H20 is fundamental to water, and being a CEO is fundamental
to the operations of a firm (on which see Metz 2015), so there are certain
properties of human life that are fundamental to (i.e., roughly, account for
much of) various dimensions of it. For example, space-time, gravity and
light are fundamental to the environment in which human beings live;
communication, socialization and labour are fundamental to the
development of the human species; practical reasoning and community are
fundamental to the course of a human society; and character is fundamental
to the way a particular one of us lives (an additional dimension that I did
not discuss in the book, but see Metz 2014).

By my theory, great meaning in a life comes from using rationality to
positively engage with these kinds of “deep” facets of human life.



Sometimes that is a matter of discovering or learning what they are; other
times it is a matter of protecting them; and still other times it is a matter of
expressing respect for or appreciation of them.

| do not claim that the fundamentality theory is perfect, as it stands.
However, | continue to be inclined to think that it is the best springboard
for future reflection. It, better than existing rivals in the literature, captures
intuitions about the good, the true and the beautiful as central to meaning,
intuitions that are salient in the Anglo-American philosophical literature,
which | have principally addressed so far.
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Source and Bearer
Metz on the Pure Part-Life View of Meaning

Hasko von Kriegstein®

Abstract

According to the pure part-life view the meaning in our lives is always borne by particular parts of
our lives. The aim of this paper is to show that Thaddeus Metz’s rejection of this view is too quick.
Given that meaning is a value that often depends on relational rather than intrinsic properties a pure
part-life view can accommodate many of the intuitions that move Metz towards a mixed view.
According to this mixed view some meaning is borne by parts of our lives and some by our lives as
a whole. The arguments in this paper suggest, however, that even if a pure part-life view is to be
rejected, a mixed view that incorporates a whole-life aspect is not going to be any more plausible.

1. Introduction

Thaddeus Metz’s Meaning in Life is a magisterial treatment of this important
topic as it is discussed in contemporary analytic philosophy. Early on in the
book Metz discusses whether the bearers of meaning are whole lives, parts of
lives, or both.! He argues for the last of these options rejecting the pure
whole-life view, and the pure part-life view in order. Having done so he briefly
raises some puzzles regarding the whole-life aspect of his mixed view without
fully resolving them. In closing his discussion of the bearers of meaning Metz
cautions the reader that, in keeping with the majority of the literature, he will
focus on part-life aspects and largely set aside issues regarding meaning borne
by whole lives.? Thus, by his own lights, Metz’s book is somewhat incomplete:
it fails to engage thoroughly with one way in which our lives can bear meaning.

In this short article | suggest that this incompleteness is merely apparent. |
argue that Metz’s rejection of the pure part-life view is too quick and that pure
part-lifers can accommodate the intuitions that drive Metz to adopt his mixed
view. Moreover, insofar as a pure part-life view has trouble accommodating
these ideas adding a whole-life aspect does not help. | suggest that a properly

* Postdoctoral researcher, Centre for Moral and Political Philosophy, The Hebrew University of
Jerusalem, Mount Scopus, Jerusalem 91905, Israel. Email: haskovonkriegstein[a]gmail.com

1 Cf. Metz (2014), Chapter 3.

2 Metz (2014), 58.



developed pure part-life view is less vulnerable to the problems that Metz raises
for the whole-life aspects of his view. Thus, while I reject Metz’s mixed view on
the bearers of meaning, my proposal would strengthen his overall project. Some
of the loose ends he leaves become easier to tie up, and his almost exclusive
focus on the way in which the parts of a life can contribute to its meaning is
fully justified; for there is nothing else to discuss.

The paper proceeds as follows. | begin with a brief summary of Metz’s
discussion of the bearers of meaning (section 2). Next, | draw attention to
resources at the disposal of the pure part-life view not fully considered by Metz,
show how these resources help to accommodate the judgements that drive Metz
to reject the view, and provide independent reasons why a pure part-life view
would want to employ these resources (section 3). | then put these resources to
use by reevaluating the considerations that Metz puts forward in support of his
mixed view (section 4). Finally, | briefly discuss how this improved pure
part-life view dissolves one of the puzzles that Metz raises for his own view
(section 5).

2. Metz on the Bearers of Meaning

Metz begins his discussion of the potential bearers of meaning by drawing
the distinction between a whole-life view and a part-life view thus:

What | call ‘pure whole-lifers’ maintain that the only bearer of meaning is
an entire life composed of certain relationships between its parts.
Typically, they maintain that what can make a life meaningful is solely a
function of the narrative structure among the parts, viz., a story or
biography characterizing one’s existence that admits of aesthetic
properties... In contrast, ‘pure part-lifers’ maintain that the only bearer of
meaning is a part of a life ‘in itself’, usually a spatio-temporal segment
such as the fulfillment of a desire or the performance of an activity.?

He admits to not having a fully developed account of what is to count as a
part of a life. While he suggests that developing such an account would be a
worthwhile endeavour, he proposes to make do with the intuitive notion of a part

8 Metz (2014), 37.



as a ‘subset of a person’s existence’, a phrase which he intends to cover a liberal
range including ‘mere slivers of space-time’ as well as lengthy periods such as a
person’s adolescence.

Having drawn this distinction (and after distinguishing it from a couple of
other distinctions), Metz turns to rejecting arguments in favour of a pure
whole-life view. He finds that there seem to be clear cases in which parts of a
life are meaningful or meaningless; for example, finding a cure for cancer seems
to confer meaning while a period of time spent torturing babies for fun appears
to be meaningless. Metz surveys some theoretical reasons for overruling the
intuitive verdict about cases like that and finds them lacking. As | agree with
him on that count and the pure whole-life view is not my concern in this paper,
there is no need to go into any more detail here.

Metz’s argument against the pure part-life view is much shorter and consists
of a list of ways in which a life can be meaningful not in virtue of any part of it,
but rather in virtue of how such parts are related. Metz identifies five types of
patterns that he thinks make for a meaningful life above and beyond the
meaning that can be found in its parts.>

First, he suggests that variety makes for a more meaningful life.

Even if the parts of a very repetitive life were quite meaningful in
themselves, most would sacrifice some meaning in the parts in order to
avoid repetition in the pattern and thereby enhance the importance of the
whole.®

Metz illustrates this idea with the movie Groundhog Day in which the Bill
Murray character relives the same day over and over and, after a while,
continues to fill the day with more and more meaningful activities. While the
day is very meaningful towards the end, it does seem that repeating this day
until the end of his life would leave the character with a less meaningful life
than if he moved on to different things.

Second, Metz suggests that a life that gets better through time is more

4 Cf. Metz (2014), 39.

5 My presentation of this list of patterns slightly diverges from Metz’s. He seems to think that what |
call the fourth kind of pattern is an instance of the third. On the other hand, he treats the ideas of bad
parts causing good and bad parts causing goods in a particular way as distinct patterns while I lump
them in together.

® Metz (2014), 50.



meaningful than one that deteriorates. Metz’s third suggestion is that a life is
more meaningful if its bad or meaningless parts later cause good or meaningful
ones. To learn from one’s mistakes makes life more meaningful than to make
mistakes and learn independently of them; to make good use of that learning is
even more meaningful; and some ways of doing so confer more meaning than
others. Fourth, Metz believes that a life’s posthumous influence can confer
meaning on it. Finally, he mentions the idea that a life can have meaning in
making for a compelling and original story.

Having listed these ways in which the patterns of our lives can make a
difference to their meaningfulness, Metz sees only one option for the friends of
the pure part-life view: to bite the bullet on all of them.

Pure part-lifers must reply that our judgements about these relational
features are confused, such that when we judge there to be more meaning
for these reasons, what is actually motivating us is the implicit supposition
that there would be a greater sum of meaningful parts.’

But there is another option. A pure part-lifer may concede the force of (some
of) the examples and maintain that, while it is true that meaning obtains in virtue
of these relational features, this additional meaning nevertheless accrues to the
parts of a life rather than to the life as a whole. Thus the part-lifer is not forced
to deny the impact of relational features but could try to accommodate them.
Indeed, | believe that a thoughtful version of the pure part-life view would
already have the resources to accommodate relational features. In fully working
out their view, then, pure part-lifers could approach Metz’s list with an open
mind. Of some of the features they might actually want to deny that they confer
additional meaning. But they do not have to say this about all of them; some of
these features can be accommodated within a pure part-life framework. How
exactly this works is what | turn to next.

" Metz (2014), 51.



3. Parts and Their Meaning
3.1 Extrinsic Final Value

To have meaning in one’s life is valuable for its own sake. Thus, meaning is
what is often called a final good.? It has also been common for a long time to
refer to such values as intrinsic goods. While this usage of the term ‘intrinsic’
remains common currency in many contexts, it is now widely recognized as
inaccurate. Beginning with Christine Korsgaard’s influential paper ‘Two
Distinctions in Goodness’ ethicists have increasingly come to accept that the
distinction final/non-final value (instrumental value being the most salient
example of the latter category) cuts across the distinction between intrinsic and
extrinsic value. The former distinguishes things that are being (or ought to be)
valued for their own sake from those that are valued (merely) for the sake of
something they are suitably related to. The latter distinguishes things that are
valuable in virtue of their intrinsic properties from those that have value (partly)
in virtue of their relational properties.®

Part of the reason why people have traditionally used the term ‘“intrinsic’ to
denote what we now call “final’ is that, following G.E. Moore, it was assumed
that final value could only ever accrue to something in virtue of its intrinsic
properties.l® Thus, the distinction between final and intrinsic value would be
one without a difference.!* But the arguments of Korsgaard and others have
convinced many people that this is not so, or that it can at the very least be
reasonably doubted.!? Shelly Kagan, for instance, provides a number of cases
that he takes to be instances of extrinsic final value. Among the items he
considers is the pen Lincoln used to sign the Emancipation Proclamation.®* This
pen, he claims, has final value (is good for its own sake) in virtue of its
instrumental history which is, of course, a relational property of the pen.
Similarly, he claims that certain things can be finally valuable in virtue of their

8 Cf. Metz (2014), 62.

® Cf. Rabinowicz/Roennow-Rasmussen (2000) for a particularly clear articulation of these
cross-distinctions.

10 Cf. e.g. Moore (1922).

11 Cf. Rabinowicz/Roennow-Rasmussen (2000), 34.

12 Cf. Kagan (1992), O’Neill (1992), Hurka (1998). Cf. Zimmerman (2001) for an argument to the
effect that the Moorean view equating intrinsic and final value is substantially correct.

13 Kagan (1992), 285.



uniqueness which is a paradigmatically relational property.4

The import of this brief discussion for the question at hand should be clear.
If it is possible for final value to obtain in virtue of relational properties, the
defender of the pure part-life view may claim that the meaning that is added to a
life through various patterns is nevertheless a value that the parts have. Parts of a
life, on this view, are meaningful (partly) in virtue of their relational properties. |
will now turn to why | believe this move to be particularly plausible in the
context of meaning.

3.2 Meaning as a (Mainly) Extrinsic Value

Metz is well aware of the possibility of extrinsic final value. Indeed, in his
discussion of the value-theoretic differences between pleasure and meaning he
claims that pleasure’s final value is intrinsic whereas actions conferring meaning
on a life often do so in virtue of their relational properties.

For example, consider creative behaviour. Imagine in one case that it is
the result of substantial education, training, and effort, whereas in another
case it is the consequence of taking a pill. Or imagine in one case that
creative behaviour results in a novel art-object that others appreciate,
whereas in another one it does not. In both pairs of cases, it is natural to
say that we could have the same creative activity but differential meaning,
because of how it was brought about and what its results were.!®

This seems exactly right to me.16

Consider also that the very phrase ‘meaning of life’ points to an essentially
relational concept. When we use the term ‘meaning’ in other contexts we refer
straightforwardly to a relation. To say that a sentence or a symbol is meaningful
Is simply to say that it stands in a certain relation to something else. While Metz
Is right that it would be a mistake to assume that ‘meaning’ connotes the same
concept in “‘meaning of (or in) life’ as in the context of language, it is surely no
accident that we refer to this particular value with a term that has such strong

14 Kagan (1992), 282.

15 Metz (2014), 67.

161t may be worth noting that meaning is in this respect different not only from pleasure but also from
the Kantian conception of moral worth.



relational connotations.!” When we say that a life was meaningful we do not say
that it was a symbol for something else. But we do, | believe, mean that at least
some parts of the life stood in significant relations to things or events outside
themselves.

Again, Metz will need no convincing here. His account of the concept of
meaning in life!® as well as his favourite conception of it'® are clearly
formulated in terms that put relational properties front and centre. But if a part
of my life can be (and typically is) meaningful in virtue of its relational
properties, what reason is there to reject a pure part-life view of the bearers of
meaning? After all, we could simply say that the bearers of meaning are always
parts of a life but that these parts are sometimes meaningful in virtue of their
relations to other parts.

3.3 Locating Values

To answer the question just posted it will be helpful to appeal to Metz’s
distinction between the bearer of a value and its source.

| have claimed that a pleasant life consists of certain experiences that are
good for their own sake, while a meaningful life is (substantially) made up
of certain actions that are good for their own sake. Experiences and
actions are in what these values respectively inhere, and they are to be
contrasted with the source of these values, i.e., on what the values
logically depend in order to inhere.?

Put in these terms a pure part-life view could claim that meaning inheres
always in a part of a life but that the source of this meaning (what its inherence
logically depends on) can be a relation between the meaningful part and some
other part. In order to resist such a move, Metz’s arguments against the pure
part-life view are insufficient. While he argues that certain patterns can enhance
the meaning of a life, he nowhere gives us a reason to believe that this additional
value inheres in the life as a whole, rather than in some part of it. What we need

[y

" Cf. Metz (2014), 21-2.
Cf. Metz (2014), 34.
Cf. Metz (2014), 222.
Metz (2014), 66.
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IS an argument not about the source of meaning but about its bearer (or location).

This question regarding the location of extrinsic final value has not been
widely explored. The most direct and thorough discussion to date can be found
in Thomas Hurka’s ‘“Two Kinds of Organic Unity’.?t Hurka’s discussion starts
with Moore’s famous principle of organic unities according to which the (final)
value of a whole does not have to be equal to the sum of the value of its parts.??
Hurka points out that there are two ways of interpreting that claim. Moore’s own
interpretation is that the parts remain just as valuable inside a whole as outside
of it, but that the whole itself bears additional value. This is what Hurka terms
the ‘holistic’ interpretation. On the other hand, there is the *‘conditionality’
interpretation according to which the value of the parts itself changes when they
are part of a given whole.? While Hurka admits that both of these
interpretations can in all cases reach identical verdicts about the overall value of
a whole, he argues that they have different value theoretic implications that
allow for a choice between them.?* Importantly, he insists that this choice is best
made on a case by case basis rather than by appeal to general philosophical ideas
about the metaphysics of value that would rule out one or the other
interpretation.®

Hurka presents two criteria for choosing between a holistic and a
conditionality interpretation of a given organic unity. First, he asks us to
consider whether the whole or a part appears to be the appropriate object of
evaluative attitudes. Say that A by itself has little or no value but that the whole
comprised of A and B has considerably more value than B. Hurka argues that in
some situations with such a structure it will seem more natural to say that we
should be pleased about A, and in some situations it seems more appropriate to
be pleased about A+B. As it happens the examples he gives to illustrate these
two options are both on Metz’s list of patterns that confer meaning on life.
Hurka thinks that when we consider posthumous achievement we should think
that what we should be pleased about are the (ultimately successful) actions of
the achiever, rather than the whole comprising both the action and the success.?®

21 Hurka (1998).

22 Cf. Moore (1903), 28.

28 Cf. Hurka (1998), 300-5.

24 Cf. Hurka (1998), 299-300.

2 Cf. Hurka (1998), 320.

26 Cf. Hurka (1998), 306. In support of this claim Hurka argues that it helps to make sense of the idea
that people have self-interested reasons to care about their posthumous achievements. If the value was
not located in the person’s life but in the whole comprising their activities and events after their life, it



By contrast when we consider the idea that it is more valuable for a life to get
better rather than worse, it seems that what we should take pleasure in is the
progression from bad to good rather than either of these parts (apart from the
pleasure we should take in the good part’s independent goodness).

A second criterion for choosing between the holistic and the conditionality
interpretation has to do with whether the parts that comprise the whole are to be
treated symmetrically or asymmetrically. The former suggests a holistic, the
latter a conditionality interpretation. The example of a life getting better seems
to call for symmetric treatment of the parts. It would be arbitrary to say either
that the good parts are better because they were preceded by the bad, or that the
bad parts are better because they were followed by the good. The parts are
related symmetrically rather than as enabler and enabled. By contrast, consider
the Kantian idea that happiness is good only if it is combined with a good will
which itself is unconditionally good. Here there is a clear asymmetry between
the parts of the whole ‘happiness plus virtue’ and the extra value seems to accrue
to happiness which would have no value otherwise (while virtue had its supreme
value all along).?’

3.4 Three Strategies for Defending the Pure Part-Life View

The preceding discussion has brought into focus a strategy for defending a
pure part-life view not considered by Metz. The pure part-lifer can concede that
the way that the parts of a life are patterned contributes to its meaning, while
arguing that this meaning is nevertheless located in the parts rather than the life
as a whole. That being said, the part-lifer may, of course, also take the route that
Metz suggests to be her only option: to deny that some of the suggested patterns
suggested actually enhance the meaning of a life. A third strategy not yet
discussed takes aim at a mixed view like Metz’s that includes whole lives as
potential bearers of meaning, without providing direct support for a pure
part-life view. This strategy consists in claiming that, even if there is meaning
that does not seem to inhere in a particular part of a life, the life as a whole is
even more implausible as a candidate location for that meaning.

| think that pure part-lifers would do best to employ a mix of all three of
these strategies in resisting a mixed view that includes a whole-life element. |

becomes somewhat mysterious how such a value is one that is of special concern to the agent.
21 Cf. Hurka (1998), 308-9.



cannot fully develop a pure part-life view here. But I will briefly indicate for
each of the items of Metz’s list of patterns what | take to be the most promising
response on behalf of the pure part-live view.

4. The List of Patterns Revisited
4.1 Variety

The thought that ‘variety is the spice of meaning’ is certainly initially
attractive but the longer | think about it the less clear it seems to me what this is
actually supposed to mean. It does not help that Metz’s example involves the
movie Groundhog Day. The problem with the example is that it suggests a way
in which lack of variety reduces the meaningfulness of our lives that does not
speak against a pure part-life view at all. For the most natural interpretation of
the example is that a lack of variety would make for a life that is boring for the
one who lives it (this, | take it, is the main reason why the Bill Murray character
Is so relieved when the world finally moves on again). As Metz seems to
acknowledge at various places, boredom is what he calls ‘anti-matter’, i.e. the
kind of thing that reduces meaning in life (even if it is not incompatible with
it).?8 But this thought is easily accommodated within a pure part-live view.
Whenever there is boredom in a part of a person’s life, this part has negative
meaning (or less meaning than it otherwise would). There is no need to locate
meaning in life as a whole.

Thus, despite what his example suggests, this cannot be what Metz has in
mind. Rather it has to be that the absence of variety in itself makes for a less
meaningful life, even if the person never got bored of what they are doing. Once
the absence of boredom is stipulated, however, | find variety’s claim to
meaningfulness much less compelling. Would we really want to say of a doctor
who spends her entire life curing malaria without ever getting bored or blase
about it that her life would have been more meaningful if instead she had
invested some of her time in other meaningful activities (such as appreciating
exquisite art or, even, curing yellow fever)? | find myself inclined to answer no
to this question. | will concede that a person with more variety in their life will
probably make for a more interesting conversation partner (and thus better

28 Cf. Metz (2014), 62; 174; 196.
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friend); but | find it hard to believe that this could be a criterion for how
meaningful their life is.

| am not quite ready to dismiss variety, however. One interpretation that |
have not considered yet is that a more varied life would make for a more
compelling life story. Maybe that is what Metz has in mind. The idea of a
compelling life story is its own entry on Metz’s list, however. And so | will leave
variety behind for now.

4.2 Improvement

The idea that a life that starts out poorly and becomes better as it goes is
more meaningful than one that displays the opposite pattern is hard to
accommodate within a pure part-life view. Indeed, as we saw in section 3.3 it is
this very example that Hurka uses to illustrate his claim that sometimes a
holistic interpretation that locates the value in a whole rather than its parts is
sometimes superior to the rival conditionality interpretation.

However, Hurka’s claims are about value in general, rather than meaning in
particular. And I for one find no plausibility in the claim that a life’s improving
rather than deteriorating enhances its meaningfulness. It may be worth noting
here that both authors Metz cites in support of this claim (Michael Slote and
Frances Kamm) make their claims, like Hurka, in terms of the generic goodness
of a life rather than its meaning.?® | think that the claim that improvement
makes for a better life is somewhat plausible when we think about well-being.
Having a bad childhood followed by happy sunset years may well be better for
us than the opposite. But would we really want to say that Kant had a more
meaningful life than Hume simply in virtue of and because he wrote his great
philosophical works later in life? I think not.

Things are different, however, when we consider the related idea that
meaning is gained when bad or meaningless parts of our life lead to good or
meaningful ones. To this | turn next.

4.3 The Bad Causing the Good

Metz illustrates this idea with a case of a person who spends a period of time

29 Cf. Slote (1983); Kamm (2003).
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as a prostitute in order to finance her drug habit. This appears to be a
paradigmatically meaningless part of this person’s life. However, as time goes
by she overcomes her addiction and begins to work as a counsellor for people in
similar situations (this part of her life is meaningful). The suggestion here is that
she i1s a good counsellor precisely because she went through the earlier
meaningless period, presumably because she has first-hand knowledge of what
the life of her clients is like.*

| think that denying that there is additional meaning here is not a plausible
move. Thus, the pure part-lifer should hold that, while indeed a life with this
pattern is more meaningful than one that has analogously meaningless and
meaningful parts that are unrelated, this additional meaning is to be located in
the parts. Or, in Metz’s terms: while the pattern is the source of the meaning, the
parts are its bearers.

Thinking back to Hurka’s second criterion the pure part-lifer may seem to be
in dire straits. Hurka suggested, remember, that a holistic view should be
favoured when it seems arbitrary which of two parts of a whole we should think
to be more valuable in virtue of the other part’s co-presence. This is plausibly
the case here. We might say that the period of drugs and prostitution is less
meaningless (somewhat meaningful?) because of what it later led to. Or we may
say that the period as a counsellor is more meaningful in virtue of what caused it.
| do not think that either of these statements is inherently more plausible than the
other, and picking between them would be arbitrary in exactly the way that
Hurka objects to.

However, this test is inconclusive. And | think that Hurka’s first criterion
favours a part-life ascription of the meaning. It seems to me that in thinking
about this case both the good and the bad period are appropriate objects of our
attitudes. Unlike in Hurka’s example involving a simple progression from bad to
good the two descriptions | gave in the last paragraph are symmetrical because
they are both plausible. It does actually seem that being redeemed in the way
described confers meaning on the very period of prostitution that would
otherwise have been (more) meaningless. And it also seems right that the later
period seems more meaningful for having the background that it does. Thus, the
pure part-life view can plausibly claim that the additional meaning in cases like
this inheres in both the redeemed and redeeming parts rather than in the pattern

%0 Cf. Metz (2014), 46-7.
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itself.

But suppose this move fails to convince. Those who want to include a
whole-life component would still not be out of the woods. For against them the
pure part-lifer could use the third strategy adumbrated above and demand that
they show that it is indeed the whole life of the prostitute/counsellor that is
bearing this meaning. Especially given Metz’s liberal understanding of ‘part’ the
pure part-lifer may reasonably claim that the meaning that comes from the
pattern of redemption inheres, if not in the redeemed and the redeeming part, in
the part that consists of both of these periods. The fact that we are able to talk
about the meaning of these two parts and the pattern connecting them, without
knowing anything else about our protagonist’s life, seems a fair indication that it
Is not her whole life that bears the meaning in question but simply these two
episodes.

4.4 Posthumous Effects

In debates about well-being it is a very controversial question whether
events after one’s death can have an effect on how good a life went for the
person living it. Many people take it to be obvious that the answer to this
question has to be no.2! But such worries would seem clearly misplaced when
the value at issue is meaning. Here is Metz:

And, still more, many in the field believe that posthumous influence
would confer meaning on one’s life. Many of us seek to make ripples
from the splash of our lives that would continue once we have gone under.
Sundry ripples might be children, books, paintings, tombstones, buildings,
or memories. Better that 5000 people benefit from and recognize one’s
accomplishments now and another 5000 also do so in the next generation
than that 10,000 do so now but none does so posthumously. Or so |
presume the reader will agree.

One may quibble over the question whether posthumous influence is more
meaningful than analogous influence during one’s life (as implied by the quote).
But what is truly puzzling about this passage is that it appears in the context of

81 Cf. e.g. Sumner (1996), 127.
2 Metz (2014), 50.
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motivating the inclusion of the whole-life component in Metz’s position on the
bearers of meaning.

How exactly a life is to be delineated is not a trivial question. Whether
something is part of my life or related to it is often not easy to decide. But one
constraint on answering this question is surely to respect the fact that death is the
end of life. That is to say that anything happening after one’s death is not part of
one’s life (though it may be intimately related to it in all kinds of ways). Thus,
posthumous effects of one’s life are something that cannot be accommodated
without allowing for extrinsic final value — regardless of whether one has a
part-life or a whole-life view. And once this point is made clear it seems to me
that the examples of ‘ripples’ that Metz gives all lend themselves to a part-life
treatment. If people still read Toni Morrison’s books, this makes her writing of
those books meaningful rather than her life as a whole (Martin Heidegger’s
work may be an even stronger case in point). Analogous things can be said, |
believe, about painting, raising children, and constructing buildings.

| conclude that the case of posthumous effects demonstrates two things. First,
it is not promising to think of meaning as solely an intrinsic value. As discussed
in section 3.2, meaning is a final value that will often depend on relational
properties. But secondly, for whatever difficulties a pure part-life view may have
in capturing the meaning bestowed by events and patterns that cannot be clearly
be attributed to any particular part of a life, adding a whole-life component is an
unpromising solution. We will return to this point in section 5.

4.5 A Compelling Story
The last item on Metz’s list of meaning-bestowing patterns is that a life is
meaningful if it “makes for a compelling and ideally original life-story.”* Now,

what exactly this comes to is an issue that Metz leaves for another day:

| still lack a general and basic account of how to distinguish compelling
life-stories from ones that are not so hot.34

This makes it somewhat difficult to evaluate the proposal. But there are a
few things that can be said. First, Metz’s view cannot be that a life could be

3 Metz (2014), 235.
% Metz (2014), 235.
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meaningful simply in virtue of it being the case that one could write a biography
of the person that would make for a compelling read. The reason for this is that
the kinds of things that make for what Metz calls anti-matter, i.e. things that
deprive a life of meaning may be very interesting to read about. One could write
a compelling biography of, say, Hannibal Lecter; but Metz would not want to
count Lecter’s life as meaningful. Similarly, | suggested earlier that being
someone that it would be interesting to have a conversation with cannot
plausibly be the hallmark of a meaningful life. What we can learn from having
to reject both of these interpretations of what makes for a compelling life-story
Is that a life is not meaningful (in the sense of finally valuable) simply in virtue
of being interesting for an outside observer.

A more promising way of thinking about what lies behind the metaphor of a
compelling life-story is in terms of a life that is setting a good and inspirational
example for others. In keeping with the ideas discussed in sections 4.3 and 4.4
we would probably want to say that more meaning is generated if that example
is actually being followed. But even if nobody does follow it there might be
some meaning in a life in virtue of it being the kind of life that should be
inspiring people. This interpretation would also provide an explanation why a
life is less meaningful if it is “merely an accidental repeat, let alone an
intentional copy, of someone else’s.”* For such a life would be following an
example rather than setting one. We might also think that a life that is fun to
learn about (maybe partly in virtue of the variety it includes) would be more
likely to inspire others. Thus, we would have an explanation of why a
meaningful life is often the possible object of a compelling biography.
Obviously, much more would need to be said here. But, like Metz, | will leave
this for another occasion.

Supposing, however, that something like the sketch in the last paragraph is
the best way to make sense of the idea that a compelling life-story makes for a
(more) meaningful life, I again, see no reason why this meaning should be
thought to accrue to the life as a whole rather than to those parts that are
inspiring. Of course, sometimes what is inspiring will be patterns like the ones
discussed in the past couple of sections. But as we have seen there, these
patterns are not best construed as being features of life as a whole. Thus, this last
item on Metz’s list cannot supply any fresh reason to reject a pure part-life view.

% Metz (2014), 51.
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If anything, it could give added force to a reason generated by a different
pattern.

5. The Ground of Narrative Structure

| claimed early on that this paper would propose a friendly amendment to
Metz’s view. | have so far focused on the amending part. | should like to
demonstrate that the amendment is indeed a friendly one. So, before | conclude,
let me briefly consider how my argument all but dissolves a puzzle that troubles
Metz and that he finds himself unable to deal with to his own satisfaction.
Witness the following passage.

To see the problem, consider the most straightforward proposal about
what grounds narrative structure in a human person’s life:

(GNS 1) A narrative structure is constituted by every spatio-temporal
moment of one’s life.

If (GNS 1) were true, no life-story would be a good read, or would
otherwise exhibit the kind of coherence that is characteristic of a narrative
structure. It would have to include daily mention of eight hours of sleep. A
good third of the hours spent every day are not only terribly boring, but
also fairly constant over the course of one’s life. Imagine a novel a third of
which were pages with ‘zzzzzzzz’ on them, perhaps generously peppered
with “snore’; the whole would be marred.3®

Metz then considers a number of ways of excluding moments where one is
not conscious as well as ‘dead time’ (such as time brushing one’s teeth or
dusting the living room) to end up with the suggestion that whether and to what
degree a life has a meaning-conferring narrative structure should be based on
“only those spatio-temporal moments of one’s life of which one is aware beyond
the dead time that is average for human beings.”®” He is not fully satisfied with
the suggestion, however, for two reasons. First, this view does not account for
the fact that the narrative structure can be influenced by both things outside of

% Metz (2014), 52.
87 Metz (2014), 54.
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one’s consciousness and events after one’s death. Second, there could be cases
where large amounts of dead time do not negatively impact the narrative
structure of a life (such as when an entire generation of humans were to go into a
long freeze only to continue life like nothing happened afterwards).38

Interestingly, however, Metz also remarks, just after the passage quoted
above, that it shows that the whole-life view is “not to be taken literally.”*° In
my view this is really all that needs to be said here. As | have tried to show
throughout section 4, the patterns that motivate whole-lifers are often best
thought of as sources rather than bearers of value. But even in cases where that
reply fails to convince, it is a mistake to go to life as a whole as the bearer of
meaning. Life as a whole contains both too much (such as times spent sleeping)
and too little (such as events after one’s death) to be the bearer of the value that
comes into our lives through these patterns. What these patterns show us is not
that the meaning in life is not borne by its parts; it is that much (maybe most) of
the meaning in the parts of a life obtains in virtue of the relational rather than the
intrinsic properties of these parts.

6. Conclusion

| have argued that, with regard to the bearers of meaning, Metz should
abandon his mixed view according to which meaning is borne both by parts of
lives and by lives as a whole. | have shown that once we bring into focus the fact
that meaning is a value that largely depends on relational (rather than intrinsic)
properties a pure-part life view has the resources to accommodate many of the
intuitions that Metz uses to motivate rejecting it. The pure part-lifer can admit
that meaning depends on certain patterns as a source while insisting that it
nevertheless inheres in a given part. Moreover, while it may sometimes seem
counterintuitive to locate some meaning in a particular part of a life, it is
typically no less counterintuitive to locate this meaning in life as a whole. Thus,
even if the pure part-life view needed to be rejected, the necessary amendment
would not consist in the addition of a whole-life aspect.

3 Metz (2014), 54-5.
% Metz (2014), 52.
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Fundamentality and Extradimensional Final Value

David Matheson”

Abstract

I argue that life’s meaning is not only a distinct, gradational final value of individual lives, but also
an “extradimensional” final value: the realization of meaning in life brings final value along an
additional evaluative dimension, much as the realization of depth in solids or width in plane
geometric figures brings magnitude along an additional spatial dimension. | go on to consider the
extent to which Metz’s (2013) fundamentality theory respects the principle that life’s meaning is an
extradimensional final value, and consequently suggest that the theory may stand in need of further
refinement and supplementation.

In the introductory chapter of his Meaning in life (2013), Metz helpfully
articulates some principles that any conception of life’s meaning should respect
if it is to keep within the boundaries of the central concept at play in the relevant
value-theoretic literature. One principle is that life’s meaning is a feature of
individual lives (whether in whole or in part), not merely a feature of humanity
in general, life as such, and so on. Another principle is that life’s meaning is a
final value—a feature of individual lives that is desirable in its own right. This
final value is also gradational: it can be realized to varying degrees, individual
lives can be more or less meaningful. Yet another principle is that the final value
Is a distinct one, in the sense that it is neither identifiable with, nor reducible to a
mere species of, any of the more familiar (e.g. moral, alethic, aesthetic, hedonic)
forms of final value.

| quite agree that any conception of life’s meaning should respect these
principles. Any conception according to which meaning in life turns out to be a
feature only of something other than individual lives, merely an instrumental
value, an all or nothing affair, or just (a species of) moral, alethic, aesthetic, or
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hedonic final value, would seem clearly to be working outside the boundaries of
the relevant concept. | think, however, that there is further principle that should
be added to the list. My ultimate purpose in what follows to consider Metz’s
own conception—the fundamentality theory he presents in the twelfth chapter of
his book—in the light of this further principle. In the next section I will lay out
the nature and plausibility of the principle. I will go on in the final section to
consider the extent to which the fundamentality theory may be said to respect it.

The further principle I have in mind is motivated by a serious consideration
of pretheoretic metaphors for life’s meaning. It is noteworthy that among these
metaphors, spatial ones are especially common. Thus, as Wolf (2010) writes,
meaning in life “is commonly associated with a kind of depth. Often the need
for meaning is connected to the sense that one’s life is empty or shallow” (pp.
7-8).

The central suggestion of the spatial metaphors seems to be about added
dimensionality: meaning in life has to with final value along an additional
evaluative dimension, just as depth in solids or width in plane geometric figures
has to do with magnitude along an additional spatial dimension. Relative to the
magnitudes realized by rectangles, for example, cuboids realize a magnitude
along an additional spatial dimension—an “extradimensional” magnitude; and
rectangles realize an extradimensional magnitude relative to the magnitude
realized by straight lines. Similarly, we may say in the light of the spatial
metaphors, relative to the more familiar forms of final value that lives devoid of
meaning may realize, meaningful lives realize a final value along an additional
evaluative dimension—an extradimensional final value.

There are two important features of an extradimensional magnitude like
depth or width: its realization always involves the realization to a certain degree
of at least one other magnitude from which it is distinct, and its realization
always yields more overall spatial magnitude than the realization to that degree
of the other magnitude alone. Thus the realization of depth in a cuboid always
involves the realization to a certain degree of length and width, as the realization
of width in a rectangle always involves the realization to a certain degree of
length; yet a cuboid with a certain length and width always has more overall
spatial magnitude than a rectangle with the same length and width, and a
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rectangle with a certain length always has more overall spatial magnitude than a
straight line of the same length.

We may appeal to analogous features to define the relevant notion of an
extradimensional final value:

Extradimensional final value: a final value whose realization (1) always
involves the realization to a certain degree of at least one of the more
familiar forms of final value and (2) is always more finally valuable
overall than the realization to that degree of the more familiar form of
final value alone.

To illustrate, consider famously realized final value—final value, that is,
whose realization is widely praised. One might suppose that it counts as an
extradimensional final value, on the grounds that its realization always involves
the realization to a certain degree of at least one of the more familiar forms of
final value. But is the realization of famously realized final value more finally
valuable overall than the realization, to the relevant degree, merely of whatever
more familiar form of final value it involves? | think there is some room for
reasonable doubt here. Suppose that I realize famously realized final value by
realizing moral final value to a certain degree: | intentionally afford you the
consideration you morally deserve, and my doing so is widely praised. Suppose
further that you realize moral final value to the same degree without realizing
famously realized final value: you intentionally afford someone else the
consideration they morally deserve, but your doing so goes quite unpraised.
Must my realization of famously realized final value be more finally valuable
overall than your realization to the relevant degree of moral final value alone?
Not obviously, perhaps partly because we tend to think of praise as a largely if
not entirely instrumental value. (Praise seems desirable at least largely by virtue
of the sort of behavior or attitudes it encourages.) So although famously realized
final value may count as an extradimensional final value, there is some reason to
think that it may not: although it clearly meets condition (1) above, it does not so
clearly meet (2).

Now consider final value whose realization brings a sense of satisfaction or
enjoyment to the agent—satisfyingly realized final value. As with famously
realized final value, its realization seems always to involve the realization to
some degree of at least one of the more familiar forms of final value; but its

21



realization is not clearly always more finally valuable than the realization to a
similar degree merely of whatever more familiar form of final value it involves.
| am overly impressed with the importance of my own work in mathematics,
suppose, and get a great deal of satisfaction in whatever work | complete in the
field, however good or bad it may be; you, by contrast, are hypercritical of your
own mathematical efforts, and never get any real satisfaction out of the
mathematical work you do (which is typically much better than my work).
Suppose further that we both independently discover an excellent proof of a
modestly interesting theorem in the field. My discovery thereby realizes
satisfyingly realized final value by realizing to a certain degree alethic final
value. But does this bring more overall final value than your discovery, which
merely realizes alethic final value to a similar degree? Again, there’s room for
reasonable doubt. Despite my satisfaction at what | have done, driven by my
inflated sense of self-importance, it is not obvious that I have realized more
overall final value than you.!

Perhaps a clearer example of extradimensional final value is to be found in
the sort of final value that figures centrally in Taylor’s (1981, 1987, 1999)
creativity conception of life’s meaning: uncommonly realized final value, i.e.
rarely before (and in the maximal case, never before) realized final value. The
realization of uncommonly realized final value seems also always to involve the
realization to some degree of at least one of the more familiar forms of final
value; | can only realize uncommonly realized final value through realizing
moral or alethic or aesthetic or hedonic final value to some degree. And it is
quite intuitive that the realization of uncommonly realized final value is always
more finally valuable overall than the mere realization to the relevant degree of
whatever more familiar form of final value it involves: there is something about
the uncommonly realized nature of uncommonly realized final
value—something about its rarity or uniqueness—that seems to render its
realization always of more overall final value. Intentionally to afford a social
group the consideration they morally deserve, in a society where the group is
(and has long been) regularly afforded such consideration, is, | take it, to realize

1 As an anonymous referee points out, one might try to avoid examples like this by insisting that the
sense of satisfaction involved in satisfyingly realized final value be appropriate, and so not driven by
such things as an inflated sense of self-importance. But the main challenge would then be to tease out
the relevant notion of appropriateness in a non-question-begging way, i.e. in a way that does not
simply assume that condition (2) is met.
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moral final value to a moderate-to-fairly-high degree (notwithstanding its
commonly realized nature); being one of the first intentionally to afford the
group the consideration they morally deserve, where they have heretofore
almost never received it, is to realize uncommonly realized final value by
realizing moral final value to a similar degree. But it is very intuitive that the
latter realization yields more overall final value than the former. Likewise, the
realization of uncommonly realized final value through the realization to a
certain degree of alethic final value (e.g. by being the, or one of the first to
discover a proof for an interesting theorem) seems clearly to carry more overall
final value than the realization to that degree of alethic final value alone (e.g. by
being yet another in a long list to come up with such a proof); the realization of
uncommonly realized final value through the realization to some degree of
aesthetic final value (e.g. by composing the first great poem of a particular type)
seems to be of more overall final value than the realization to a similar degree of
aesthetic final value alone (e.g. by being the most recent in a very long line of
authors to compose a great poem of the relevant type); the realization of
uncommonly realized final value through the realization to a certain degree of
hedonic final value (e.g. by intentionally generating a rarely experienced
gustatory pleasure with one’s culinary efforts) is intuitively of more overall final
value than the realization to a similar degree of hedonic final value alone (e.g.
by generating a commonly experienced gustatory pleasure); and so on.

With the notion of extradimensional final value thus explicated, | can now
succinctly state the further principle about life’s meaning that | think any
conception of it should respect:

The extradimensionality of life’s meaning (ELM): life’s meaning is not
just a distinct, gradational final value of individual lives, but also an
extradimensional final value.

Properly understood, ELM has a good deal of intuitive plausibility and
makes good sense of the pretheoretic metaphors that motivate it. Further, it
allows us to accommodate—much better than we could without it—some
frequently recurring views on life’s meaning.

Consider, for example, the view that meaning in life has something
importantly to do with transcendence—with “rising above” or “going beyond”
the familiar or ordinary—in life. | suspect that this view is largely responsible
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for the appeal of both supernaturalist and personal transcendence conceptions of
life’s meaning. According to supernaturalist conceptions (e.g. Fackenheim 1965,
Quinn 1999, Cottingham 2003), meaning in life requires that a life transcend its
familiar natural setting by relating in the right sort of way to a supernatural
realm or being. On personal transcendence conceptions (e.g. Frankl 1966,
Nozick 1981, Gewirth 1998; cf. Nietzsche [1872] 1961, More 2010), meaning in
life requires that the individual living the life transcend ordinary limits to her
personhood—that she become an extraordinary, significantly less limited sort of
person.2

ELM allows us to accept the transcendence view without committing
ourselves to these conceptions. Given ELM, meaning in life has something
importantly to do with transcendence because it has something importantly to do
with evaluative transcendence: for a life to be meaningful, on ELM, it must
realize a final value that evaluatively goes beyond or stands above ordinary,
more familiar final values, in the sense that its realization necessarily brings
with it more overall final value than theirs (to the relevant degrees) alone. Yet
this evaluative transcendence need not involve any sort of metaphysical or
personal transcendence, as the supernaturalist and personal transcendence
conceptions would have it. In light of ELM, we can say that these conceptions
are right to insist on transcendence for meaning in life, but (perhaps) wrong to
insist on the nonevaluative forms of transcendence to which they advert.

Or consider the view that meaning in life cannot simply be a matter of
having a very high degree of any of the more familiar forms of final value in
life—simply a matter of doing a great amount of moral good, acquiring a large
amount of truth or knowledge, manifesting an impressive amount of beauty, or
getting (or giving) a great amount of pleasure, in life. This view is most salient
in those individuals who, despite knowing full well that their lives realize
extraordinary amounts of the more familiar forms of final value, seriously
wonder whether their lives have any appreciable meaning at all.®> These
individuals do not seem guilty of any obvious, basic conceptual confusion, as if
they were worried about whether the great deal of this or that final value they
have realized in life makes their lives at all finally valuable. They seem rather to
be thinking, however tacitly, that no high degree of the sort of final value they

2 Some personal transcendence conceptions, such as Nozick’s, seem also to be supernaturalist in
character.
® Historically, Tolstoy ([1882] 1983) serves as one of the most famous examples in the literature.
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have (obviously) realized in their lives can alone be sufficient for meaning in life,
and then asking themselves whether their lives have whatever else is required.
They may harbor some ultimately mistaken conviction about the “whatever
else” that tempts them towards a distressingly negative answer to their question,*
but the question itself seems quite reasonable to ask and attempt to answer.

Without ELM (or something very much like it), | think, we lack the
resources to explain the view that meaning in life is not simply a matter of
having a very high degree of the more familiar forms of final value in life. The
principle that life’s meaning is a distinct final value, for example, does not
explain it, for having a very high degree of one or another of the more familiar
forms of final value is itself a final value that is so distinct: it is neither identical
with nor a mere species of any of the more familiar forms of final value. But
with ELM, we do seem to have the resources to explain the view. If ELM is
accepted, meaning in life cannot be regarded as simply a matter of having a very
high degree of more familiar final value in life, because merely to realize any
form of such value to any degree (however high) is to realize something other
than extradimensional final value, and meaning in life is an extradimensional
final value. On ELM, therefore, the view apparently adopted by individuals who
seriously wonder whether their lives have any appreciable meaning at all despite
clearly having a very high degree of moral, hedonic, etc. final value is correct,
and the question these individuals pose to themselves is quite rational.

Yet another frequently recurring view on life’s meaning (see, e.g., James
[1895] 1979, Wittgenstein [1929]1965, Camus [1942] 1975, Kekes 2000, Haack
2002, Baggini 2005, Brogaard & Smith 2005, Reginster 2006, Goetz 2014) is
that it has something specially to do with the worthwhileness of life. This view
need not® be understood as identifying, or even as asserting an analytic
connection between, the concepts of meaning and worthwhileness in life: one
can reasonably take meaning in life to be the prime candidate for what renders a
life worth living (i.e. better lived than not, in an all-things-considered sense of
‘better’), for example, without holding that ‘meaningful life’ and ‘worthwhile
life’ are synonymous or that ‘a meaningful life is a worthwhile life’ is
analytically true. And the view is powerfully supported by the well-known
Schopenhauerian insight that life inevitably involves so much disvalue along the

* In Tolstoy’s case, the mistaken conviction seems to be more or less what Metz aptly calls the
“perfection thesis” (2013, pp. 138ff.).
> And if Metz (2012) is right, should not.
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more familiar dimensions of final evaluation—so much moral, alethic, aesthetic,
and hedonic evil or badness—that the realization of no amount of countervailing
value along such dimensions could alone make it worthwhile.® As the thought
goes: in light of the inevitable final disvalue it includes, life could only be
rendered worthwhile by realizing a particularly substantial sort of final value;
and meaning in life seems particularly well suited to fit this evaluative bill.

To think that meaning in life is so suited is to hold the view that life’s
meaning has something specially to do with its worthwhileness. And that view is
perfectly intelligible on ELM. Because, as ELM has it, life’s meaning is an
extradimensional final value, it is, unlike the more familiar forms of final value,
a uniquely plausible candidate for the sort of value whose realization can render
a life better, all things considered, lived than not.

ELM thus has much to be said in its favor: not only does it have
considerable intuitive appeal and account for the pretheoretic metaphors that
motivate it, it also allows us to explain the appeal of various recurring views on
life’s meaning. Accordingly, | think, ELM deserves to be added to the list of
framework principles about life’s meaning. | want now to consider Metz’s
fundamentality theory in the light of this further principle.

Here | will be concerned only with the fundamentality theory as a
conception of life’s meaning simpliciter—as a conception of what Metz calls
“pro tanto meaning” (2013, pp. 39 & 220); for present purposes | will leave
aside his richly rewarding discussions of the ways in which this theory may be
developed into an account of both “on-balance” meaning in life (pp. 146-56 &
235-6) and negative meaninglessness (evaluative “anti-matter”) in life (pp. 63-4
& 234). In this basic form, the fundamentality theory takes meaning in life to be
essentially a function of the exercise of rationality in favor of fundamental
conditions of human existence:

The fundamentality theory: An individual’s life is meaningful just to the

® Sober reflection on ordinary life, Schopenhauer famously argued, should drive us to the conclusion
that life is simply “a business that does not cover the costs” ([1844] 2011, ch. 45, p. 638; cf. [1893]
1974, pp. 291-305). Benatar (2006, chs. 2 & 3) provides a jarring, recent expression of this
Schopenhauerian insight.

26



extent that in her life she exercises her rationality in favor of
fundamental conditions of human existence.

Rationality (or reason) is here to be understood very broadly: it is meant to
include “all intuitive facets of intelligence of which human beings are
characteristically capable and animals, even higher ones such as chimpanzees,
are not” (Metz 2013, p. 223). Thus it includes not just “certain kinds of
cognition and intentional action” but also many things that other theorists
“might call ‘non-rational facets of our nature’,” such as various forms of
judgment-dependent desire, emotion, or conation (p. 223). And for an individual
to exercise her rationality in favor of fundamental conditions of human existence
is for her to exercise it in such a way that either promotes these conditions (i.e.
encourages their obtaining) or protects them (i.e. discourages their no longer
obtaining) (pp. 233-4).

What then are the fundamental conditions of human existence that,
according to the theory, rationality must be so exercised in favor of? They are,
Metz says, conditions of broad human domains—human personhood, human
sociality, and human environmental situatedness—and “largely responsible for
many other conditions” of human existence (2013, p. 226). Thus, whereas the
disposition rationally to care for other human beings as such, as a condition of
both human personhood and human sociality (pp. 228-9), counts as fundamental,
the disposition merely to share with or care for one’s own best friend
presumably does not. Similarly, whereas the capacity of the human species to
survive through natural selection, as a condition of human environmental
situatedness, counts as fundamental (p. 229), my capacity to survive the
particular strain of influenza 1 encountered last month does not. The
fundamental conditions are all general conditions of broad human domains,
causally responsible (at least in some structural sense) for a great many other
particular conditions of human existence; the contrasting non-fundamental ones
are particular conditions at best responsible for a few other particular conditions
of human existence.

| take it, moreover, that Metz intends the fundamental conditions to be
fundamentally good ones, or at least not fundamentally bad ones. This is why a
deep-seated penchant for selfishness, violence, or destruction would presumably
not in his view count as a fundamental condition of human existence even if it
turned out to be of a broad human domain and largely responsible for many
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other conditions of human existence. It would hardly be an attractive feature of
the fundamentality theory to allow that great meaning in life can come through
exercising one’s rationality in favor of extreme selfishness, violence, or
destruction.

So understood, it is clear that the fundamentality theory well respects the
framework principles that Metz articulates in the introductory chapter of his
book. The exercise of rationality in favor of fundamental conditions of human
existence is obviously a feature that individual lives can share, is of some final
and not merely instrumental value, comes in degrees (conditions of human
existence can be fundamental to greater or lesser degrees, one can more or less
rationally act in favor of the fundamental conditions), and is neither identical to
nor a mere species of any of the more familiar forms of final value.” Hence, as
essentially a function of the exercise of rationality in favor of fundamental
conditions of human existence, life’s meaning is, according to the
fundamentality theory, a distinct, gradational final value of individual lives.

But what about ELM? Does the fundamentality theory respect it as well? On
the theory life’s meaning does seem to satisfy the first condition for
extradimensional final value, namely, being such that its realization always
involves the realization to some degree of at least one of the more familiar forms
of final value. Consider the sorts of activities that seem (following Metz’s
suggestions) to count as paradigmatic realizers of the exercise of rationality in
favor of fundamental conditions of human existence, and hence of meaning in
life according to the theory: sacrificing one’s personal well being in order to
undermine a widely oppressive social regime (cf. 2013, p. 227); doing what one
can to contribute to an institution of wide social benefit (cf. p. 227); promoting
healthy interpersonal (including intimate) relationships in general (cf. p. 228);
making scientific discoveries of sweeping scientific importance (cf. p. 229);
coming up with powerful theoretical explanations (cf. p. 229); creating great
artworks reflective of universal themes (cf. pp. 230-1); and inventing admirable
means of increasing human pleasure or comfort (cf. p. 223). All of these appear
to involve the realization to some degree of one or more of the more familiar

" One might think that the exercise of rationality in favor of fundamental conditions of human
existence is merely a species of alethic (or epistemic, or intellectual) final value, but this would be a
mistake given the broad sense of rationality here at play, which cuts across the other, more familiar
forms of final value. Cf. Metz’s remarks on how, given this broad sense of rationality, the
fundamentality theory is not “overly intellectual” (p. 223).
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forms of final value. Sacrificing one’s personal well being in order to undermine
a widely oppressive social regime, doing what one can to contribute to an
institution of wide social benefit, and promoting healthy interpersonal
relationships all seem to involve the realization to some degree of (at least)
moral final value; making scientific discoveries of broad scientific importance
and coming up with powerful theoretical explanations obviously involve the
realization to a certain degree of alethic final value; creating great,
universally-themed works of art involves the realization to some degree of
aesthetic final value; inventing admirable means of increasing many others’
pleasure or comfort is surely to some degree of hedonic final value; and so on.

| worry, however, that on the fundamentality theory life’s meaning does not
satisfy the second condition for extradimensional final value. Recall that
condition: meaning in life must be such that its realization is always more finally
valuable overall than the mere realization, to the relevant degree, of whatever
other more familiar form of final value it involves. Compare now a situation in
which meaning in life is on the fundamentality theory realized through the
realization of moral final value to some degree, with a situation in which moral
final value is to that degree alone realized. In the first situation, suppose, |
exercise my rationality in favor of a fundamental condition of human existence
by realizing moral final value to a moderate degree: | sacrifice a modest amount
of my personal well being in order partially to undermine a widely oppressive
social regime. In the second situation you merely realize moral final value to a
similarly moderate degree: you sacrifice a large amount of your own well being
in order completely to correct an injustice suffered by just a single individual
with whom you are acquainted. (The realization of moral final value in this
second situation does not count as an exercise of rationality in favor of a
fundamental condition of human existence because it is only in favor of a
particular condition of a particular individual, and hence not in favor of a
general condition that is responsible for many other conditions of human
existence.) Here, does my realization of what the fundamentality theory
considers as life’s meaning carry more overall final value than your realization
to a moderate degree of moral final value alone? Is my action in the first
situation more finally valuable overall than yours in the second situation? My
intuition provides no clear answer here; it does not strike me as counterintuitive
to say that your strong effort fully to correct an injustice suffered by a particular
individual is just as finally valuable overall as my comparatively weak effort
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partially to undermine a widely oppressive social regime.

In a similar vein, compare a situation in which meaning in life is, on the
fundamentality theory, realized through the realization of alethic final value to a
certain degree, with a situation in which alethic final value is to that degree
alone realized: | realize alethic final value to a high degree by making a
scientific discovery of modest interest to a broad range of scientists; you realize
alethic final value to a similarly high degree by making a scientific discovery of
great interest to a much narrower range of scientists. (My discovery, suppose, is
of modest interest to all sorts of physicists, chemists, biologists, and so on; yours
Is of great interest just to a small handful of high-energy particle physicists.) |
thus realize what the fundamentality theory takes to be life’s meaning, but you
do not: you merely realize alethic final value to the relevant degree. Does my
discovery intuitively carry more overall final value than yours? | see no
obviousness to the suggestion that it does; it strikes me as at least as plausible to
suggest that your discovery is of pretty much the same overall final value as
mine.

| suspect that similar examples, in which the realization of what the
fundamentality theory takes as life’s meaning is contrasted with the realization
to the relevant degree merely of aesthetic or hedonic value, will turn out along
similar lines: it is not obvious that the former sort of realization always yields
significantly more overall final value than the latter. And if that is indeed the
case, then it is unclear whether the fundamentality theory affords ELM its due
respect. The exercise of rationality in favor of fundamental conditions of human
existence seems clearly to meet one of the two conditions for
extradimensionality, namely, that its realization always involves the realization
to a certain degree of at least one of the more familiar forms of final value. But it
does not seem clearly to satisfy the other important condition—that its
realization is always more finally valuable overall than the mere realization, to
the relevant degree, of whatever more familiar form of final value it involves. To
revert to a spatial metaphor that helped motivate ELM, the worry is that the
fundamentality theory does not obviously capture the depth of life’s meaning,
only its width or length.

Even so, just how well the fundamentality theory respects the other key
framework principles about life’s meaning—much better than most conceptions
in the literature—should not be ignored. Surely any conception that does so well
respect the other principles is largely on the right track. The considerations |
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have raised about the extent to which the fundamentality theory respects ELM
call not, in my view, for wholesale abandonment of the theory but for its further
refinement and supplementation. | am uncertain about the particular direction in
which this refinement and supplementation will lead. But | am certain that, in
whatever direction it leads, it will yield even more meaning in the life of the one
who pursues it.
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Meaningful and More Meaningful
A Modest Measure

Peter Baumann™

Abstract

We often describe lives (or parts of lives) as meaningful or as not meaningful. It is also common to
characterize them as more or less meaningful. Some lives, we tend to think, are more meaningful
than others. But how then can one compare lives with respect to how much meaning they contain?
Can one? This paper argues that (i) only a notion of rough equality can be used when comparing
different lives with respect to their meaning, and that (ii) the relation of being more meaningful is
not transitive. It follows that all attempts to rank different lives in terms of meaning can at best lead
to partially indeterminate and incomplete rankings. One should also give up on the idea of
“maximizing” meaning. | will use Thaddeus Metz’s important recent book Meaning in Life. An
Analytic Study as a foil for my discussion.

1. Introduction

We often describe lives (or parts of lives) as meaningful or as not
meaningful.l It is also common to characterize them as more or less meaningful.
Some lives, we tend to think, are more meaningful than others. For instance, in
his important recent book Meaning in Life: An Analytic Study Thaddeus Metz
puts his basic claim in the following way: “A human person’s life is more
meaningful, the more that she employs her reason and in ways that positively
orient rationality towards fundamental conditions of human existence.”? This
remark implies that there are degrees of meaningfulness, as Metz confirms in
other parts of his book.> According to him there is intrapersonal comparability
of meaning: “... the goods of pleasure and meaning can be ordered in the sense
that some parts of a life are more pleasant and more meaningful than others.”
Metz adds a claim of intrapersonal aggregation: “... it appears that pleasure and

“ Professor of Philosophy, Department of Philosophy, Swarthmore College, 500 College Avenue,
Swarthmore, PA 19081, USA. Email: pbaumanl[a]swarthmore.edu

! See for overviews on the recent discussion about the meaning of life: Metz 2002, 2007 and 2008.
2 Metz 2013, 222; see also, with more detail, 233 and 235; see also, e.g., Joske 2000, 290-294;
Schmidtz 2001, 172; Mawson 2010; Kauppinen 2013.

¥ Metz 2013, 4, passim.

* Metz 2013, 63.
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meaning are intrapersonally aggregative, i.e., are amenable to rough judgments
of how much of these goods there are in a given life overall. ... Given these
kinds of roughly cardinal measurements of particular times in a life, one could
conceivably add them up to inform an estimation of whether the life has enough
pleasure in it to count as pleasant overall or period. Similar kinds of claims
apply to meaning, even supposing ... that it can include whole-life elements.” °
Finally, Metz goes even one step further and accepts the claim of interpersonal
comparability: “... pleasure and meaning appear to be interpersonally
comparative, which means that we can compare different lives with regard to
amounts of these goods. For all I know, my life is, so far, more pleasurable than
Emily Dickinson’s was, but less meaningful than Albert Einstein’s.” © Even if
one does not interpret Metz — and there is no reason to do so — as saying that we
can measure meaning by counting “units” of meaning and then adding up the
units, he is still making a very strong claim here: that meanings can be compared
across persons.” There has been and still is a long and controversial discussion
in economics about the possibility of interpersonal comparison of utility,® and
analogous claims about meaning deserve much more scrutiny than they seem to
have deserved so far.

How then can one compare and rank lives with respect to how much
meaning they contain? Can one? | will argue that Metz’ strong claims about
comparability and rankability of meaningfulness cannot be upheld.

2. Incomparability or Indeterminate Rankings

It is tempting to take one’s lead from value theory and the orthodox view
that there can be exactly three comparative evaluative relations between any two
evaluated items A and B: A being better than B or A being worse than B or A and
B being equally good. Similarly, one could assume that there are exactly three
ways in which any two lives (or parts of lives; from now on | will focus on
whole lives) can compare with respect to meaning: One life could be more
meaningful than or less meaningful than or equally meaningful as the other life.
Different lives (or parts thereof) are comparable with respect to meaningfulness

® Metz 2013, 63.

® Metz 2013, 63.

" See also Metz 2013, 39-40, 158, 236.

& Robbins 1938 is one of the classic contributions to this debate.
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— where comparability is a reflexive, symmetric and transitive relation.® | take it
that Metz adheres to this orthodox view: Even though he does not seem to say so
explicitly, there is no trace of adherence to any of the alternative views discussed
below (which are the main options I can think of). Is this the correct way to look
at lives, meaning and meaningful lives?

Two ideas should be put aside from the start. First, there is no common scale
on which different lives can be measured and compared with respect to their
meaning. The attribution of meaning to lives is in this respect not like the
attribution of length to material objects. In a certain sense of the word
“incommensurable” — one in which commensurability requires a common scale
— lives are incommensurable. However, this does not mean they are
incomparable. To be sure, Metz sometimes talks of “scales” when he talks about
comparisons of meaningfulness®; however, as already pointed out above, there
IS no reason to take this in the very strong sense of a ratio scale which would
allow the counting and adding up of units (like, e.g., in the case of length
measurements). — Second, there is only so much “precision” in comparisons
between lives (with respect to their meanings). There is certainly some amount
of vagueness but also a certain roughness of the degree of granularity of
comparison. But this alone does not speak against the possibility of comparison.
Comparison need not be ideally “precise” (more on this below).!

So, is it true that for any two lives either one is more meaningful than the
other or they are (roughly) equally meaningful? Consider the life of Picasso and
the life of Euclid (or, alternatively, Einstein and Dickinson). Is one more
meaningful than the other? It seems we are at a loss if we try to answer this
question in the positive; the question is even somewhat suspicious and might
involve basic misunderstandings. Should we then rather judge that Picasso’s life
and Euclid’s life are equally meaningful (roughly)? To deal with this latter
question, consider a third life, the life of a painter which was not quite as
glorious and meaningful as Picasso’s but still pretty meaningful. We would say
that in that case Picasso’s life was more meaningful than the other painter’s life.
If Picasso’s and Euclid’s lives were equally meaningful, then it seems that we
should also say that Euclid’s life was more meaningful than the other painter’s

° Given any three relata x, y and z: x is comparable to itself; if x is comparable to y, then y is
comparable to x; if x is comparable to y and y to z, then x is also comparable to z.

10 See, e.g., Metz 2013, 63-64.

11 See also Metz 2013, 63 where he talks about “rough” aggregation. | take him to mean lack of
precision as mentioned in the text above.
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life (if P=E & if P>0, then E>0). But this judgment seems as problematic as the
judgment about Picasso’s and Euclid’s lives. Should we then conclude that
Picasso’s and Euclid’s lives are incomparable with respect to meaning because
neither is more meaningful than the other nor are they equally meaningful?*2

This suggestion can be understood in more than one way. First, as the idea
of incomparability in the strict sense: Some lives can in principle not be
compared with each other (with respect to meaning) because neither is one more
meaningful than the other nor are they equally good, and there are only these
three possibilities: quartum non datur. Incomparability in this sense amounts to
an analogue of the failure of completeness of the better than-relation.*®

Second, there is the idea that quartum datur: that there is a fourth
comparative relation besides more, less or equally meaningful. One could call it
“in the same league (as far as meaning is concerned)”.!* If two lives are in the
same league, then neither is one more meaningful than the other nor are they
equally meaningful. They are not comparable in the sense allowed for by the
first, orthodox, view. But according to this second, less orthodox view they still
can be compared with each other: Being in the same league is a relation sui
generis.

Third, there is the idea of indeterminacy and truth-value gaps. Not only is it
not true (as in the case of incomparability) that Picasso’s life is more meaningful
than or less meaningful than or as meaningful as Euclid’s life but it is also not
false that Picasso’s life is more meaningful than or less meaningful than or as
meaningful as Euclid’s life.®™ It is simply indeterminate how some lives
compare with respect to meaning (more on this below).

The first idea, the idea of strict incomparability (a relation which is
irreflexive, symmetric and not transitive), is not easy to understand: Why should
it not be possible to compare two lives with respect to meaning, especially since
not all lives would be incomparable? One might suspect that Picasso’s life was
too different from Euclid’s life to be comparable. But why should the “size” of
the difference matter? And how do we determine size of the difference anyway?

12 See for this type of idea as applied to the better than-relation or the relation of strict preference: Raz
1985/86, 121; Raz 1986, 325-326, and Chang 1997.

3 See, e.g., Luce & Raiffa 1957, 23, 25; Sen 1985, 177-181; see also von Neumann & Morgenstern
1953, 26.

14" See for the analogue in the case of value relations, e.g., Chang 1997, 25-27 and Chang 2002; Chang
uses the terms “parity” and “on a par”.

1> See Broome 1997 for the parallel case of the better than-relation.
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There do not seem to be answers available to these questions. As long as there
aren’t convincing answers one should remain skeptical of the idea of meaning
incomparability (I don’t want to argue so much against this view but rather
propose and defend an alternative view here).

The third idea, though apparently more radical than the first one (not only is
it not true to state certain comparative relations but it is also not false), seems to
make more sense. There does not seem to be a good reason to think that our
notion of meaning is so much “spelled out” that it would allow for a verdict
about comparative meaning in every actual or even possible case. One should
rather expect the notion of meaning to be somewhat “open” in the sense that its
criteria of application do not determine a verdict in all possible or even actual
cases.

Some examples and cases from the more recent discussion of personal
identity, for instance, are so far-fetched that one is tempted to say that our
ordinary notion of personhood is not “built” for these kinds of cases and does
not allow for a verdict about personal identity through time.!” Similarly in the
case of meaning: This notion, one could suspect, is not “built” for applications to
cases like the Euclid-Picasso case; it would be too much to expect that the
notion determines a verdict in such cases. For instance, one major problem is
that one would have to weigh different criteria against each other and the notion
of meaning might not determine how to do that.!® Indeterminacy, openness and
vagueness seem ineliminable. However, this third view is compatible with the
orthodox view that there are exactly three comparative relations; it is just a
general claim about the semantics of the relevant notions, not a metaphysical
claim about what relations there are. So, this third view is not in competition
with the other views.

As far as substantial ideas concerning comparative relations are concerned,
this seems to leave us with the second idea, the idea of there being a fourth
relation of being in the same league. Applied to the example above, we get the
verdict that even though Picasso’s life and Euclid’s life are not equally
meaningful and even though it is also not the case that one is more meaningful
than the other, they are in the same league with each other. The life of “the other

16 See for semantic openness in general, e.g., Waismann 1945, 121-126, and, more recently, Ludlow
2006.

17" See, for instance, Parfit 1984, part 3.

18 See Mawson 2010 who emphasizes this point.

37



painter” could also be in the same league with Euclid’s life — even though
Picasso’s life and the other painter’s life are not in the same league (in the sense
of the word as used here: being in the same league with some X rules out
standing in one of the other comparative relations with X) but the former is more
meaningful than the latter. The relation of being in the same league is reflexive
(because every life is exactly as meaningful as itself), symmetric (consider
Picasso and Euclid) and not transitive (the other painter’s life is in the same
league with Euclid’s life and Euclid’s life is in the same league with Picasso’s
life but Picasso’s life is not in the same league with the other painter’s life). The
set of lives with which a given life is in the same league are “centered” in the
following sense: Every life has its own set of lives with which it is in the same
league, and typically some of the other lives in the set have a different such set
of their own.

However, there is another and even better way of describing the relation
between Picasso’s and Euclid’s life. Instead of saying that they are in the same
league as far as meaning is concerned one could rather say that they are equally
meaningful. This might seem very puzzling or implausible at first, given the
remarks above, but this impression changes quickly if one reminds oneself of
the relativity to varying degrees of granularity (or standards of precision) which
characterizes at least many judgments of equality.®

Consider measurements of the length of ordinary objects. It might be true to
say of two boards for a bookshelf that they are equally long, say, e.g., both 1
meter long. This is, however, compatible with the one being one millimeter
longer than the other. There is no contradiction here if (as seems plausible) the
following is true. When we say of the two boards that they are “equally long”
we use the term “equally long” with a certain not too fine degree of granularity
(1 centimeter difference counts but we’re neglecting anything less than half a
centimeter difference). If we wanted to be pedantic we could indicate the degree
of granularity db (or the standard of precision sb) and use the term “equally
longaw” (or “equally longsy”) instead.

In other judgments of length different degrees and standards are in force. A
watchmaker might truly say that one replacement piece for a watch is equally
long as the original piece, namely .3 centimeters. This is compatible with one of
the pieces being a tenth of a millimeter longer than the other. Again, there is no

19 See, for a related idea and one concerning value relations, Benbaji 2009.
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contradiction if the watchmaker is using the term “equally long” with a
somewhat finer but not excessively fine degree of granularity or standard of
precision (half a millimeter does not count but one millimeter counts). Again, if
we wanted to be pedantic we could say that the watchmaker is not using the
above notion of being equally longa, but rather the notion of being equally
longaw. Judgments of equality show this implicit relativity to varying degrees of
granularity. The idea of perfect precision does not even seem to make any sense:
The notion of being equally long, as applied to ordinary objects, loses its sense
when we go down to the scale of nanometers; at this order of “magnitude” the
notion of length is not defined anymore for ordinary objects. One might be
tempted to think that the expression “equally long” thus invites a contextualist
semantics according to which speakers in different contexts of use might mean
different things when they use this term, depending on the relevant degree of
granularity.?

Something similar happens with our judgments about lives being “equally
meaningful”. When we compare Euclid’s life with Picasso’s life and judge that
their lives are equally meaningful we use a very rough degree of granularity. We
think about them as extraordinarily creative people in general who have made an
important contribution. However, when we compare Picasso’s life with the other
painter’s life we do in addition think of them as painters, perhaps even as
painters of the same period. Our degree of granularity is much finer here. There
Is a hidden relativity to degrees of granularity in our judgments of equality of
meaning (of lives). Judgments of equality (of meaning), again, might invite a
contextualist semantics according to which different pairs of lives trigger
different degrees of granularity for judgments of equality (of meaning). This
notion of “relative” equality is different from the orthodox notion of “strict”
equality (see above). Both relations are reflexive and symmetric but strict
equality is transitive while relative equality isn’t.?

Insofar as this context-sensitivity and relativity is implicit and thus hidden,
we can easily get puzzled or even confused when thinking about and comparing
different lives with each other with respect to meaning, like the lives of Picasso,

20 See, e.g., Stojanovic 2008 for the basic semantic options; see also Benbaji 2009, 325-327; | won’t
pursue such semantic questions here.

21 Assume that stick I is 9.5 inches long, stick 11 8.8 inches long and stick 111 8 inches long. Given a
relation of being equally longsick with a degree of granularity or precision which does not distinguish
between differences smaller than 1 inch, we would have to say that | is equally longsick as 1l and 11 is
equally longsick as 111 but that I is not equally longstick as 11 (but longersick than 11).
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Euclid and the other painter. As we go from one comparison (Euclid — Picasso)
to another (Picasso — the other painter) we change the degree of granularity and
switch to a more fine grained notion of equality; as we go from the latter
comparison to the third one (the other painter — Picasso) we return to a rougher
degree of granularity and a less fine grained notion of granularity. Each such
notion of equality is reflexive, symmetric and not transitive. However, the
problem is that we’re using different notions of equality for different
comparisons of meaning.

One could argue that the case of being in the same league (see above)
collapses into the case of equality of a given degree of granularity. If this should
turn out not to be so and if being in the same league is not the same as being
equal given a certain degree of granularity, then | would have problems
understanding what could be meant by “being in the same league”. What makes
a lot of sense, however, is the granularity-relative notion of equality.

However, there is a price to pay: Things are in some respects more
complicated with “relative” equality, as we could call this, than with
“non-relative” equality. If the degree of granularity for the notion of being
equally meaningful is rougher (or more fine-grained), then the degree of
granularity for the notion of being more meaningful is also rougher (or more
fine-grained). There is then not just one ranking of lives with respect to meaning
but several which differ as to the degree of granularity. Consider a rougher
ranking and a finer-grained ranking of lives with respect to meaning. Even if all
the lives considered should have a definite position in the rougher ranking (e.g.,
Picasso, Euclid, the other painter and some others all equally high up while
some others have less meaningful lives and still others perhaps even more
meaningful lives; the position in the ranking would be determined by all the
relations between the different lives), they might not all have a definite place in
the more fine-grained ranking. For instance, while Picasso’s life is, according to
our example, more meaningful than the other painter’s life it is not clear where
Euclid’s life is located on the finer-grained ranking: above, below or at the side
of Picasso or the other painter. Some more fine-grained rankings will thus be
“incomplete” in the sense that for some pairs of lives it will be indeterminate
whether the one life is more meaningful (given the relevant degree of
granularity) than the other or equally meaningful (again, given the relevant
degree of granularity) as the other. There can be an interval of locations on the
finer-grained ranking but no precise location. Indeterminacy (see above) comes
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into play here.

One interesting implication of all this is that even though rankings of lives
are still possible they will be limited given certain degrees of granularity (or
standards of precision). The above remarks suggest that there are some uses of
“more meaningful”, “less meaningful” and “equally meaningful” which do not
allow for complete ranking of lives. This does, however, not mean that no or
only very few comparisons of lives with respect to meaning are possible but
only that there is a certain element of indeterminacy involved here. If one does
not acknowledge this, one risks falling for misleading and overstretched ideas
about comparing and ranking lives with respect to meaning.

All this goes against Metz’ much more “orthodox” views?? according to
which parts of lives allow for both intra- and interpersonal comparison and
whole lives for interpersonal comparison. These kinds of comparisons are
supposed to allow even for some kind of additive aggregation of meaning.
Given the remarks above, this kind of “measurement” of meaningfulness just
isn’t possible. | do not see this at all as a reason to reject Metz’ view on meaning
as a whole; rather one would have to modify it in certain ways in order to take
into account the element of indeterminacy and the relativity to granularity in our
judgments about comparative meaningfulness.

3. Non-Transitivity and Collapses of Rankings

If several items have determinate positions on some ranking and if item Ais
higher up on the ranking then item B while item B is higher up on the ranking
than item C, then item A has to be higher up on that ranking than item C. This is
due to the transitivity of the relation of being higher up on some ranking. This
much seems pretty uncontroversial. However, it is not so clear whether we
should think that lives can be ranked in such a way that there are more
meaningful lives higher up and less meaningful lives lower down on the ranking.
This kind of ranking requires transitivity but the crucial question is whether the
relation of being a more meaningful life (or a less meaningful life) is transitive.?
Is it? It seems that Metz is committed to a positive answer; | see no hints in his

22 See, again, Metz 2013, 222, 233 and 235; see also 39-40, 63-64, 158, and 236.

23 For the role of the assumption of transitivity of strict preference or of the better than-relation in
classical decision theory see Ramsey 1990, 78, 75; von Neumann & Morgenstern 1953, 26; Savage
1972, 18, 21.
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work to doubts concerning transitivity.

Consider three lives (more precisely: very partial sketches of three lives) and
let us make the very plausible assumption that more than one factor contributes
to the meaning of a life.?* For instance, as one factor to be considered here we
can choose engagement with personal projects of value.?® As the second factor
to be considered here we can choose the making of positive contributions to the
lives of others.?® If one does not agree that these two factors contribute to
meaning one can easily replace them by others — these kinds of details don’t
matter here. Metz himself advocates a family resemblance view about the notion
of a meaningful life and mentions three diff