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Abstract   
In this essay, I intend to analyze and respond to criticism directed towards the subjective 
component of Susan Wolf’s Bi-partite “Fitting Fulfillment View”, criticism directed from 
Thaddeus Metz, Ben Bramble, and Aaron Smuts. Wolf offers a theory about meaning in life 
which considers both that the subject should find it meaningful and that the source of this 
meaningfulness should be objectively valuable. However, critics have argued that a subject’s 
attitude towards meaningfulness should not affect whether one’s life is meaningful or not. Out 
of the critics I found promising and responded to I did not find any that seriously threatened 
Wolf’s theory and, in some cases they even seem to misunderstand Wolf’s claim. In the final 
section, I raise a question for Wolf’s account that I believe would be interesting to pursue in a 
further study.   

 

 

 

“The truth was not found, not because it was unsought, but because the 

intention always was to find again instead some preconceived opinion… it is the 

courage of making a clean breast of it in the face of every question that makes 

the philosopher. He must be like Sophocles´ Oedipus, who, seeking 

enlightenment concerning his terrible fate, pursues his indefatigable inquiry 

even when he divines that appalling horror awaits him in the answer.”1 

- Schopenhauer, in letter to Goethe. 

  

                                                           
1 May, Rollo. Man’s Search for Himself. London, W. W. Norton & Company Ltd. 2009 p. 187  
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1. Introduction 
My aim in this essay is to consider critically some of the most serious objections directed 

towards the subjective component in Susan Wolf’s Bipartite view of meaning in life, the 

“Fitting Fulfillment View”. Wolf’s view combines the two opposite ideas of subjectivism and 

objectivism within the debate of life’s meaning, stating that both parts are necessary for a life 

to be meaningful.  The main question of this essay is if Wolf’s claim that, besides an objective 

component, a subjective component is necessary for meaning in life is accurate or if the 

critics have shown this claim to be false? My thesis is that the claim of the necessity for a 

subjective component in Wolf’s theory is not shown to be false by the objections that 

Thaddeus Metz, Ben Bramble, and Aaron Smuts offer.  

First, I’ll explain what could be meant by the question of life’s meaning and how Wolf 

interprets this question. Thereafter I will distinguish between at least three different views in 

the debate about what constitutes a meaningful life: naturalistic, super-naturalistic and 

nihilistic. After this I will explain Wolf’s theory in its context as a hybrid theory (often 

considered to be within the naturalistic spectra, I´ll comment on that later) combining 

subjective and objective parts, further explaining the essence of her theory. I will then review 

the relevant objections against Wolf’s account, and show how they can be responded to. The 

critics I have found to direct most organized criticism towards Wolf on this aspect are Metz in 

his book Meaning in Life, Bramble in his article “Consequentialism about Meaning in Life” and 

finally Smuts in his article “The Good Cause Account of the Meaning of Life”. I will briefly 

explain their own substantive views, but my focus will be on their objections to Wolf, not their 

theories.  
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2. Background  
Within philosophy the question of life’s meaning has been commented upon numerous times 

throughout history, though previously it has been seen mainly as a question for religious 

inquiry and has only been popularized amongst philosophers in the last 50 years.2 It is first 

during this time that the question and its answers have been up for thoughtful argumentation 

and systematic inquiry.3  

 

2.1 The question 
“Does the question itself have any meaning?”4 G. B. Shaw 

The debate has not always been about the answer but also about the question. To be able to 

answer, and to understand the answer, we need to know what we are actually asking. 

Depending on the interpretation of the parts of the question we will get different answers, 

and an answer from one view might be nonsensical from another. I will discuss a few different 

interpretations though I will mainly focus on the question that Wolf is asking.  

Are we looking for meaning in life or meaning of life?  
The question is often formulated as concerning the meaning of life. But within philosophy it´s 

nowadays most often formulated as meaning in life. According to Wolf, asking for the 

meaning of life is a “…request to find out why we are here, with the hope that an answer to 

this question will also tell us something about what we should be doing with our lives.” But 

this is out of reach for philosophy since it requires the existence of a creator who created life 

(mankind) with a purpose in mind, a creator commonly known as God.5 

“…it all depends on the existence of God… if there is a God, then there is at least 

a chance that there is a purpose, and so a meaning to life… if on the other hand 

there is no God, then there can be no meaning, in the sense of a point or a 

                                                           
2 Metz, Thaddeus, "The Meaning of Life", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2013 Edition), 
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2013/entries/life-meaning/>. 
3 Metz, Thaddeus, Meaning in Life, Oxford, oxford university press, 2015 p 2 
4 Kinner, Richard et al. Meningen med livet, The Meaning of Life. Stockholm, Norstedts 2006 p. 123  
5 Wolf, Susan, The Variety of Values: Essays on Morality, Meaning, and Love. Meanings of Lives, Oxford, 
University press Scholarship online 2015 p 2  
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purpose to our existence. We are simply a product of physical processes – there 

are no reasons for our existence, just causes.”6 

Bertrand Russell also discusses a similar scenario of the question when he states “That Man is 

the product of causes which had no prevision of the end they were achieving; that his origin, 

his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs, are but the outcome of accidental 

collocations of atoms…”7 How can we live a meaningful life in a universe without reason for 

existing? Since Wolf’s entire book is called “Meaning in Life”, there is no doubt that she 

interprets the question as being exclusively about the meaning in life. I will hereafter only be 

discussing this formulation. 

Whose life?  
The answer will inevitably be shaped by how one defines life in the question. If finding an 

answer for the meaning in the individual’s life is problematic, then finding one including all 

forms of life may be even harder, while not necessarily becoming more relevant. To imagine a 

tree while posing the question will not lead to a relevant answer for humans. To imagine 

mankind as a species while asking the question will still lead to a different answer than 

imagining just the individual. Both Wolf and Metz are talking about the perspective of a 

human being, therefore that is what will be meant by life from here on, if nothing else is 

expressed. Metz is expressing this interpretation clearer than Wolf though I don’t find her, in 

any way disagreeing with Metz´s formulation when he explains that “When I speak of 

‘meaningful’ and synonyms such as ‘significant’, ‘important’, ‘matter’ and the like, the only 

bearer I have in mind is a human person’s life.”8  

How has meaning been interpreted?  
As a God given mission like for Sisyphus? Producing a certain value? A reason for the 

existence of universe and our place in it? A good way to live a life? A life worth living? 

Experience the feeling of meaningfulness? Different authors are interpreting the word 

meaning as applied to human lives in different ways. For example, Consequentialists often 

explain meaning as producing certain values, whereas super-naturalists talk of the search and 

connection to spiritual realms. The Stanford encyclopedia of philosophy states that the clear 

                                                           
6 Wolf, Susan, The Variety of Values: Essays on Morality, Meaning, and Love. Meanings of Lives, Oxford, 
University press Scholarship online 2015 p 3 
7 Russell Bertrand, THE COLLECTED PAPERS OF BERTRAND RUSSELL 12. Contemplation and Action. London, 
George Allen & Unwin. 1985 pp 66-67 
8 Metz, Thaddeus, Meaning in Life, Oxford, oxford university press, 2015 p 3 
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majority of writers on the subject discuss it “to indicate a positive final value that an 

individual’s life can exhibit… a certain property that is desirable for its own sake.”9 Wolf’s 

interpretation is a “life well lived” or “to live a life worth living”.10 

Where does value come in to the picture?  
When meaning is discussed within philosophy the concept of value is frequently used. The 

exact connection between value and meaningfulness differ between different philosophers. 

One could possibly say that many philosophers consider meaning to arise when the subject, 

the individual, engages in values of the “right” sort. Wolf talks about value in two senses, both 

what is valuable to the subject and about values that have their sources outside of the 

subject, that are existing in the objective world.11  

What is Wolf’s question? 
It is highly important that one is clear about how the question that we shall be interested in is 

interpreted. “What is the eternal mission of all forms of species” is a very different question 

from “what is a good way of living in a human individual’s life”. Both questions though are 

possible interpretations of the original question of life’s meaning. What Wolf is talking about 

is meaning in life, meaning as in living a life worth living, for the individual.  Wolf seems to ask: 

what, in a universe without purpose, can make an individual’s life worth living?12 

 

  

                                                           
9 Metz, Thaddeus, "The Meaning of Life", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2013 Edition), 
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2013/entries/life-meaning/>. 
10 Wolf, Susan, Meaning in life and why it matters, Princeton, Princeton university press, 2007 p 10 
11 Wolf. p. 20 
12 Wolf, Susan, The Variety of Values: Essays on Morality, Meaning, and Love. Meanings of Lives, Oxford, 
University press Scholarship online 2015 p 3. 
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2.2 Common answers 
Within the range of answers to the question of meaning in life there are three main views, the 

nihilistic, the super-naturalistic and the naturalistic.13  

The nihilistic view states that meaning cannot or simply does not occur in human life, that 

human lives are not the kind of thing that can have meaning.14 To a nihilist the question of 

life’s meaning could be like asking the question “Where do unicorns live?”. The lack of answer 

might suggest that the object of our inquiry doesn’t exist. The premises for the question is 

false. Thomas Nagel points out that from the perspective of the universe, the point of 

nowhere, our short life on a small planet in an infinite universe that is doomed to die out 

cannot possibly contain meaning. We are simply too insignificant from the point of view of 

the universe.15 Albert Camus writes that God is a necessary condition for meaning to exist in 

human life, but at the same time he states that God does not exist, therefore life cannot have 

meaning. Camus does not seem to find this problematic though: “It was previously a question 

of finding out whether or not life had to have a meaning to be lived. It now becomes clear on 

the contrary that it will be lived all the better if it has no meaning.”16 Bertrand Russell 

captures the nihilistic idea in his “A Free Man´s Worship” quite accurately.  

“… all the labors of the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday 

brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast death of the 

solar system, and that the whole temple of Man’s achievement must inevitably 

be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins…”17 

The super-naturalistic view states that a God (a super-natural being of some sort) and/or an 

immortal soul are required for meaning to exist, that meaning comes from relating to a 

spiritual realm.18, It is not clear, though, just how a God would confer meaning on people’s 

                                                           
13 Metz, Thaddeus, "The Meaning of Life", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2013 Edition), 
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2013/entries/life-meaning/>. 
14 Metz, Thaddeus, "The Meaning of Life", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2013 Edition), 
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2013/entries/life-meaning/>.  
15 Nagel, The Absurd, The Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 68, No. 20. pp. 716-717 
16 Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, Penguin books, London 2005, p. 51 
17 Russell Bertrand, THE COLLECTED PAPERS OF BERTRAND RUSSELL 12. Contemplation and Action. London, 
George Allen & Unwin. 1985 p 67 
18 Metz, Thaddeus, Meaning in Life, Oxford, oxford university press, 2015 p 79. 
First of all, I’d like to call this a problematic answer as it raises bigger problems than the question it answers. It 
might still be the true answer, but since the questions it evokes can’t be answered within the physical world to 
which we have access, we have little use of the answer. 
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lives. Sisyphus life was eternal with a God-given mission but was still judged to be meaningless 

from most perspectives. It´s also problematic if by “life” one accounts for all forms of life and 

not just humans. A hypothetical God, who by most religions is considered a living “thing” 

(entity), could also be included in “life”. So, the question is not answered, just moved up to 

another level, becoming even harder to answer. Some super-naturalistic theories claim that 

one’s life can be meaningful just by having a spiritual and eternal existence, where the 

existence of god is not relevant (This seems to be true of e.g. the Hinduistic interpretation of 

karma and reincarnation).  

The naturalistic view: According to naturalistic views, meaning can be found in the world as it 

is described basically by the natural sciences.19 Within the class of naturalistic theories, we 

can distinguish between objectivism and subjectivism (both which will be explained further 

on). In addition, there are hybrid-theories, among which one is Wolf’s theory, which will be at 

the center of my discussion below. Since neither nihilism nor super-naturalism are the focus 

of this essay I will not discuss them any further and instead limit my essay to the naturalistic 

view, which Wolf is a part of. 20  In the naturalistic debate of the question of what makes a life 

meaningful there are two main categories of views, subjectivistic and objectivistic 

respectively.  

Subjectivism states that meaning is relative to the subject. For a person’s life to be meaningful 

she needs to find her life as such. This is also sufficient, whether the source of meaning is in 

any way objectively relevant or not doesn’t matter.21 The existential psychologist Viktor 

Frankl supports the idea that meaning can’t be general. “The task, and therefore the meaning 

of life, differ from man to man, and from moment to moment”22. “To put the question in 

general terms would be comparable to the question posed to a chess champion: ´Tell me, 

                                                           
19 Metz, Thaddeus, "The Meaning of Life", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2013 Edition), 
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2013/entries/life-meaning/>. 
20 I am here to put Wolf’s theory in the naturalistic spectra, though Wolf is quite clear that her theory does not 
aim to say where this objective component is to be found. Her theory could also be interesting for a super-
naturalist who finds for example God or the immortal soul to be an objectively valuable “thing”, one worthy of 
love, to use Wolf’s words. Though since Wolf does not express that a God or immortal soul is by necessity 
required for meaning in life I intend to let her theory remain in the naturalistic spectra in this essay, even 
though it can correctly be described as a non-naturalistic view. 
Wolf, Susan, The Variety of Values: Essays on Morality, Meaning, and Love. Meanings of Lives, Oxford, 
University press Scholarship online 2015 p 9 
21 Metz, Thaddeus, "The Meaning of Life", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2013 Edition), 
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2013/entries/life-meaning/>. 
22 Frankl, Man´s Search for Meaning. 2006, Boston, Beacon press. P. 77 
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Master, what is the best move in the world?´”23 Jean- Paul Sartre famously claimed that 

“existence precedes essence”, that mankind’s existence is not created with a purpose, a 

mission, we don’t exist for a reason, predetermined by a higher power. Firstly, we exist, then 

we can fill that existence with its essence, its meaning.24 If an individual finds great meaning 

in sorting matchboxes before setting them alight, then isn’t that person’s life meaningful 

purely by being fulfilled with the sense of meaningfulness? Doing what one loves to do.  

The claim, that what’s experienced by the subject as a meaningful life is in fact a meaningful 

life, seems tempting to agree upon but it does include some problems when looked closer at. 

Nozick uses the famous example of an experience machine, (or virtual reality as we probably 

would call it today) to which you could plug your mind and experience all that you desire, 

without knowing it’s not for real.25 Suppose you were offered the choice to plug into the 

machine, would you accept it? Aaron Smuts rejects the subjective theories with reference to 

Nozick’s machine: “…subjective theories of the meaning of life imply that one could live a 

meaningful life in the machine. More specifically, they imply that a life devoted to curing 

cancer in the machine could be more meaningful than a similar life outside the machine.”26 

Nozick argues that this example shows that reaching all the experiences we desire is not 

enough for the quality of our lives, something seems to be lacking, they also must correspond 

to the real world. What is the point of living a life one believes is meaningful, if it is not for 

real? 

Objectivism states the opposite from subjectivism, that “there are material properties that 

confer meaning on our lives to some degree apart from being the object of anyone’s positive 

attitudes.”27 For the pure objectivist, meaning is not at all a question of what anyone think or 

desire. What an individual think or feel about some object, project, relationship, etc. cannot 

change the level of meaningfulness in that person’s life. Was Mother Theresa’s, Einstein’s, 

and Picasso’s life not meaningful whether they themselves found it to be so or not? Thaddeus 

Metz writes thus: “there are certain inherently worthwhile or finally valuable conditions that 

                                                           
23 Frankl. p 108 
24 Sartre, Jean-Paul, Existentialism and Humanism, York, Methuen& co. Ltd 2013 pp 27-28 
25 Crisp, Roger, "Well-Being", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2016 Edition), Edward N. 
Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2016/entries/well-being/>.  
26 Smuts, The Good Cause Account of The Meaning of Life, The Southern Journal of Philosophy, Vol 51:4 p 543 
27 Metz, Thaddeus, Meaning in Life, Oxford, oxford university press, 2015 p 180 
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confer meaning for anyone…”28 The objective view is divided into consequentialistic theories, 

such as Smuts’s “Good cause account” which proposes that “…one´s life is meaningful to the 

extent that it promotes good.”29 And non-consequentialistic objective theories, according to 

which meaning arises by things such as “…loves other beings worth of love.”, “…attached to 

transcendent things…”, “…actively makes progress towards highly worthwhile states of affairs 

that cannot conceivably be realized because our knowledge of them changes as we strive to 

meet them.”30  

One of the main objections against the objective view is that it presupposes the existence of 

objective value.31 If we, for the sake of the argument, presuppose the existence of objective 

value we can still wonder if and why we should care about it at all. It is unclear how an purely 

objective value could confer meaning to one’s life, if it is of no interest for the one living that 

life. What is the value of living an objectively meaningful life if it lacks all form of possible 

enjoyment for the one who is living it? Antti Kauppinen who also represents a hybrid theory 

concludes that “If I am entirely alienated from what I do, there is not much point for me to 

keep doing it, even if it is otherwise valuable”.32 Objectivism needs to motivate why one 

should live a meaningful life, if what it finds to be objectively meaningful is not subjectively 

attractive, or why a subjectively attractive side is not necessary.  

2.3 Wolf’s view – a combination  
To solve the question and avoid some of the problems attached with subjective and objective 

views Susan Wolf launches her theory of meaning that includes both an objectivistic side and 

a subjectivistic side.  

“I suggest that my view might be seen as a combination… of two other more 

popular views that one often hears offered, if not as analyses of meaning in life, 

then at least as ingredients – sometimes the key ingredients - in a life well 

lived… The first view tells us that it doesn’t matter what you do with your life as 

                                                           
28 Metz, Thaddeus, "The Meaning of Life", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2013 Edition), 
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2013/entries/life-meaning/>. 3.2 
29 Smuts, The Good Cause Account of The Meaning of Life, The Southern Journal of Philosophy, Vol 51:4 p 536 
30 Metz, Thaddeus, Meaning in Life, Oxford, oxford university press, 2015 p 201- 205 
31 I find reasons to think that a value inevitably needs a “valuer”. On what grounds could we call something 
valuable if no one values it? Though this is a question for meta-ethical debate of values nature, for which there 
is no room here. 
32 Kauppinen, Antti, Meaningfulness and Time, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research vol 84, no 2 p 356  
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long as it is something you love… The second view says that in order to live a 

truly satisfying life one needs to get involved in something ´larger than 

oneself´.”33  

Note above that she is talking about a life well lived as opposed to other interpretations of the 

question as discussed earlier. Her subjective component which she calls the fulfilment view 

has to do with finding a passion since this gives life a certain type of good feeling, a feeling 

associated with meaningfulness. Therefore a life pursuing ones passions can be described as a 

meaningful one, assuming that the object of one´s passions is objectively valuable.34 Whilst 

the objective component, the “Larger-than-oneself” aspect has to do with getting involved 

with something whose value isn’t dependent on oneself but is located in the objective 

world.35 She combines the two parts in a bipartite view stating that “A meaningful life is a life 

that a.) the subject finds fulfilling, and b.) contributes to or connects positively with 

something the value of which has its source outside the self.”36 Wolf’s bipartite view takes the 

strengths from both the subjective view, that it’s your positive attitudes towards something 

that makes life meaningful when engaged in, and from the objective view that your life 

becomes meaningful only when you engage in something whose value is not dependent on 

the self.37 According to Wolf both the subjective and the objective component is necessary 

for meaning. Wolf further explains that  

“… meaning in life arise when subjective attraction meets objective 

attractiveness… the relationship between the subject and the object of her 

attraction must be an active one… mere passive recognition and a positive 

attitude… is not sufficient for a meaningful life.”38  

Or even more elegantly put: “Meaning arise from loving objects worthy of love and engage in 

them in a positive way.”39  

                                                           
33 Wolf, Susan, Meaning in life and why it matters, Princeton, Princeton university press, 2007 p 10  
34 Wolf, pp. 13-14 
35 Wolf, p. 19 
36 Wolf, p. 20  
37 Wolf, p. 11  
38 Wolf, p. 26 
39 Wolf, p. 8 
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Wolf’s conception of love is relevant to comprehend to understand her theory. Wolf claims 

that philosophers usually consider human motivation to originate from either egoism or pure 

reason (in which she includes morality). That people are “moved and guided exclusively by 

what they take to be in their own self-interest, but also by something ´higher´… being moved 

and directed by reason alone.”40 On the subject of the nature of this ´higher´ she quotes 

Sidgwick’s impersonal perspective that one does what is best from the eternal and infinite 

perspective, from the viewpoint of the universe.41 Wolf claims that many motivations and 

reasons for our actions are left out when we divide all our reasons to just these two 

explanations. Especially many motivations considering that which make our lives wort living, 

or that which gives meaning to our lives.42 The main motive she talks about are these acts of 

love, especially towards people whom we care deeply about, “When I visit my brother in the 

hospital, or help a friend move… I act neither out of self-interest nor out of duty… rather, I act 

out of love.”43 These self-sacrificing acts of love are what she seems to think one should do 

towards at least many values independent of oneself, namely those that are worthy of love. 

To feel a duty towards a certain value and act upon that will not confer meaning, it will not 

lead to a life worth living. “A person who is bored or alienated from most of what she spends 

her life doing is one whose life can be said to lack meaning. Note that she may in fact be 

performing functions of worth”44, e.g. to be productive in a consequential manner, but that 

does not lead to a life worth living if the person does not have a passion for what she does. 

Wolf’s theory does indeed avoid many problems that other theories must deal with, e.g. it 

does not have the problem of subjective theories, that is, that anything would be meaningful 

just by being believed or felt to be so. Wolf also avoids some problems that purely objective 

theories must deal with, e.g. why someone should care about an objective value, if the value 

is of no interest for the person. However, as with every other theory, there are objections 

that could be levelled against Wolf’s theory as well, both towards its objective part, and, in 

particular, to the subjective part that we will concern here.  

                                                           
40 Wolf, p. 1 
41 Wolf, p. 2 
42 Wolf, p. 2 
43 Wolf, p. 4 
44 Wolf, Susan Happiness and meaning: two aspects of the good life, Social Psychology and Policy, 1997, 14. p 
211  
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3.  Investigation  
I will here examine four objections against the subjective part or component of Wolf’s theory, 

presented by Metz, Bramble, and Smuts. In relation to each of these objections, I will also 

show how they can be responded to from a Wolfian point of view.  

First objection: Negative attitudes towards suitable negative things gives meaning.  
Metz argues that loving and engaging positively with things that one loves or cares deeply 

about are not a necessary condition for meaning.45 There are cases, according to Metz, where 

one’s life could acquire meaning from one’s exhibiting a negative attitude towards something 

bad or wrong – towards something worthy of hate.46 One could maybe rephrase Wolf and 

talk about an active passionate attitude towards changing the thing or activity that is worthy 

of engaging in, to a better state, instead of talking about love and hate. Though since Wolf has 

probably thought and chosen her formulation with care, why did she formulate it the way she 

did? If we take justice as an example of an object worthy of love, I find the simplest 

explanation and response to Metz´s criticism to be to ask what the difference is between 

actively working for and loving, justice versus to actively work against, and to be hating, 

injustice? They seem to be two sides of the same coin, either way one promotes justice. To 

hate injustice may just be an expression of one’s love for justice. If we only have two options 

it doesn’t matter if we express it as “I choose A” or “I don’t choose B”, either way A is chosen.  

If we have a final goal that is good, then we can coherently love what brings us closer and 

hates what pulls us away, either would be meaningful for our goal. In this sense (how to reach 

a final goal) Metz is right. Though while Metz seems to be talking about love and hate with 

regards to the different ways of reaching the final goal Wolf seem to be talking about love in 

consideration of the actual final goal, which may include hating that which destroys the goal. I 

cannot claim that Metz is wrong in his argument but I don’t find it to add to the debate.47 

                                                           
45 Metz´s own theory, the objectivistic “Fundamentality Theory” which states that “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.” Metz, Thaddeus, Meaning in Life, Oxford, oxford university press, 
2015 p 222 
46 Metz, Thaddeus, Meaning in Life, Oxford, oxford university press, 2015 p 182 
47 One could question what will happen if we have an agent whose final goal is hating what is bad. Possibly one 
can claim that everything bad has a corresponding good, the non-existence of that bad. To choose to focus on 
destroying the bad as a final goal seems as an odd and unnecessary problematic formulation for trying to reach 
what’s good. If your final goal is to get rid of bad, then what you try to achieve is inevitably the creation of 
good. It is again two sides of the same coin.  
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Second objection: Passion is not required for a meaningful life.  
There are several counterexamples against Wolf’s claim that love or passion is required for 

meaning in life. I´m going to account for Metz´s, Bramble´s and Smuts´s examples one by one 

and then try to respond to them all from a Wolfian view.  

According to Metz, “meaning is possible despite not having any of the purportedly relevant 

attitudes.”48 To substantiate this claim, he refers to an example where we imagine a Mother 

Theresa who carried out all her stereotypical self-sacrificing deeds but lacked all relevant pro 

attitudes: she had no love for the poor and sick that she helped nor for the country and 

society where she worked. She did not carry out her actions out of love but out of duty or out 

of fear of divine damnation if she didn’t. Metz claims that her life is in fact meaningful even 

without the right attitudes.49 

Bramble (representing a consequentialistic view) also rejects Wolf’s claim that passion is 

required. 50 Bramble gives two examples of (allegedly) meaningful lives (from a 

consequentialists view) that lack the relevant attitudes that are required on Wolf’s view. 

Firstly, he repeats Wolf’s example of a twisted Sisyphus story. Sisyphus stone rolling, 

unbeknownst to him, scares away vultures who, if not for Sisyphus stone rolling, would 

terrorize a nearby village with disease.51 Although Bramble states that even if Sisyphus 

consider his life to be meaningless, from a consequentialist view it is not. If Sisyphus were to 

ask us what the meaning of his life is, why he should not just end it all, we would answer by 

referring to the consequences of his life, saying that his life has a meaning, namely that it is 

beneficial for others. “But if Wolf were right that passion is necessary for meaning, then there 

would be no positive news to give Sisyphus.”52 

Bramble’s second example is also borrowed from Wolf. Consider a bored assembly worker 

who has a job for which she has no passion and that does not allow her to contribute to 

                                                           
48 Metz, Thaddeus, Meaning in Life, Oxford, oxford university press, 2015 p 183 
49 Metz, Thaddeus, Meaning in Life, Oxford, oxford university press, 2015 p 183-184 
50 According to Bramble´s own account “(1) One’s life is meaningful at time t just in case ones surviving at t 
would be good in some way (either subjectively or objectively), and (2) one’s life was meaningful considered as 
a whole just in case the world was (or will be) made better in some way for one’s having existed.” 
(Bramble, Ben, Consequentialism about Meaning in Life, Utilitas, 2015, Vol.27(4), p. 446) 
51 Wolf, Susan, Meaning in life and why it matters, Princeton, Princeton university press, 2007 p 21 
52 Bramble, Ben, Consequentialism about Meaning in Life, Utilitas, 2015, Vol.27(4), p. 447 
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something she values, while at the same time considering it to be valuable from an objective 

perspective.53 Wolf says her life cannot gain any meaning from this activity since she doesn’t 

have (or cannot have) the right positive attitudes towards it. Bramble on the other hand says 

that if this job, passionless as it is, still allows her to for example feed her family who 

otherwise would starve then it does contribute meaning to her life.54 

Aaron Smuts theory of meaning is also an objectivistic consequentialist one stating that 

“One’s life is meaningful to the extent that it promotes good”. What is important is that one is 

causally responsible for this good, Smuts stresses that a good theory of meaning needs to 

distinguish between subjective fulfillment and objective meaningfulness.55 Smuts objects to 

Wolf’s subjective component by referring to the case of the banker George Bailey in the 

movie “It’s a Wonderful Life”. In the movie, George decides to commit suicide when his family 

bank threatens to fall. As he stands in despair on the bridge ready to jump, an angel appears 

to him, taking him to the alternative world of Pottersville in which he would never have been 

born. After a few hours in Pottersville he realizes how meaningful his existence has been.56 

Smuts´s criticism is that  

“If George had not been shaken out of his mistaken evaluation, if his guardian 

angel had not given him a glimpse of Pottersville, George’s life would still have 

been meaningful. He would not have realized it. In fact, he probably would have 

killed himself. Indeed, he would have died without a sense of fulfillment. But this 

would not make his life meaningless; it was high in meaning either way.”57  

Thus, argues Smuts, fulfillment is not a necessary component for meaning in life.  

Responding to the objections. 
From a Wolfian perspective, it is perfectly possible to agree that these examples do show 

valuable and meaningful outcomes, at least for someone, from some perspectives. Though as 

stated above Wolf is talking about a life worth living for the subject whose life is in question. 

The deeds are meaningful in some sense but do they contribute to a life worth living?  

                                                           
53 Wolf, Susan, Meaning in life and why it matters, Princeton, Princeton university press, 2007 p 2 
54 Bramble, Ben, Consequentialism about Meaning in Life, Utilitas, 2015, Vol.27(4), p. 451 
55 Smuts, Aaron, The Good Cause Account of The Meaning of Life, The Southern Journal of Philosophy, Vol 51:4 
p. 536  
56 Smuts p. 544 
57 Smuts pp. 546-547 
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The Wolfian view could respond to the examples with Mother Theresa and Sisyphus that their 

lives indeed mean something to other people, but at the same time ask: what is the point of 

living a life that is only good for someone else? What is the meaning of living a life if it’s to be 

lived in horror and pain and of no interest for the one living it? Imagine that Sisyphus after 

being informed about the vultures, still does not find a passion for stone rolling, still does not 

love the good deed he is doing for the village nearby. But he continues, now out of moral 

duty. That duty will not add to Sisyphus life worth living scale, it will not make his life more 

meaningful for him. Wolf says that if Sisyphus does not care about the benefits that his life is 

producing it’s difficult to see why that piece of information should make us more inclined to 

talk about his life as meaningful.58 It may even make his situation worse, now that he has an 

external demand to continue his horrible life, with feelings of guilt if he doesn’t. There is a 

difference between a life being meaningful for the individual whose life it is and an 

individual’s life meaning something in the world in which they live. Wolf seems to be talking 

about the former while the critics seem to talk about the latter.  

As for the banker, his life does mean something to the world – more specifically, to his family, 

friends and the people employed in the bank, but not to himself, until he realizes and finds it 

meaningful for him that his life means something to the world. His life becomes one worth 

living for him only after he realizes his level of meaningfulness and finds it valuable himself. 

Wolf may not actually say that his life is meaningless before meeting with the angel (he does 

love an object worthy of love) his life is meaningful but that’s no guarantee that one is 

constantly filled with the feeling of meaningfulness. I’ll come back to this in a later argument. 

The difference between the Sisyphus (with vultures) example and the banker is whether they 

find their objective meaningfulness to be meaningful to them or not, if they find that it makes 

their lives worth living. In this case the banker does, and Sisyphus does not, even though both 

have objective meaning.   

Bramble’s talk of the bored assembly worker who according to him does live a meaningful life 

despite her being passionless about her job, since that makes it possible for her to feed her 

family, misses the point. If the bored assembly worker has a passion for caring for her family 

then that is what gives her life meaning, makes it worth living, according to Wolf. That she 

                                                           
58 Wolf, Susan, Meaning in life and why it matters, Princeton, Princeton university press, 2007 p 21 
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needs an income to succeed with that is only a secondary condition, it is only indirectly 

meaningful. It is meaningful for her ability to perform her meaningful activities, but it’s not 

one of them. The work that she is doing does not confer meaning in any relevant sense per 

se, any job could have given her the relevant opportunity for caring for her family.  

If Wolf is actually talking about ingredients for a life well lived, one worth living, then the 

claim from objectivism that a subjective component is irrelevant misses the point. She is not 

talking about producing good outcome or worshiping objective ideals no matter what, she is 

simply talking about how to live a better life, one worth living. As stated above, there is a 

difference between a life having meaning for the subject and a subject’s life having meaning 

for the world in which the subject lives. This however leads to another area of criticism, is 

Wolf at all talking about meaning? Is “a life worth living” equal to “a meaningful life”? 

Third objection: Meaning in life is not synonymous to a life worth living. 
Bramble raises a question to Wolf’s interpretation of her statement that a meaningful life is a 

life that is “worth living”. He states that there are two different ways to understand this: 

either, as Wolf seems to mean, that “a life is worth living if and only if its subject has a self-

interested reason to go on living it”, or, secondly, that it is worth living “just in case one is 

contributing (in a Robust way) to good things.”, even if it is not worth living for the individual 

in a self-interested way.59 Bramble agrees that if it is to be interpreted in the first way then a 

subjective component is necessary for meaning. But according to Bramble it is the latter 

sense that we are engaging with in the philosophical literature on meaning in life.60 He writes 

thus: “We may, it seems, coherently wonder whether our life is worth living, even if we know 

that it is not worth living for us.”61  Therefore it is possible, in Bramble’s view, to live a 

meaningful life, one worth living, even if the individual does not have a self-interest to live. I 

find it important to stress that Wolf is talking about both components, “if and only if its 

subject has a self-interested reason to go on living it” is only a necessary condition, not a 

sufficient condition. One could say that even if an individual has a self-interest to go on living 

it’s not certain that their life is worth to go on living. Wolf also includes the objective 

condition, whereas Bramble is only talking about an objective component here. Bramble´s 

claim, that contributing to something good is both a necessary and sufficient condition for 

                                                           
59 Bramble, Ben, Consequentialism about Meaning in Life, Utilitas, 2015, Vol.27(4), p. 453  
60 Bramble, p. 453 
61 Bramble, p. 453 
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meaning, makes me wonder, good for who? Obviously not for the individual living the life. 

Bramble states that some lives need to be worth living in the first sense otherwise no lives can 

be worth living,  

“…it´s plausible that some of us must have lives worth living for ourselves if any of us is to 

have a life worth living solely in virtue of his contributions to objectively good things. This 

is because if no lives were worth living for their subjects, then there can be nothing of 

value in the universe, and so no way that any one of us could contribute to anything 

objectively good.”62  

The existence of the subjective component is necessary at least for one life in order for any 

life to be meaningful, but it’s not a necessary part of every individual’s life for it to be 

meaningful. “What is the point of making beautiful objects, gaining knowledge of the world, 

or developing skills, if nobody – not even oneself – will benefit from these things? Intuitively, 

it would be better to confer even the smallest benefit upon somebody than to do any of these 

things.”63 So, to live a meaningful life, according to Bramble, one must at a minimum 

contribute to something good for someone who’s life is worth living for its own sake.64 It 

seems to me that this give rise to odd consequences. If I am the only one who’s life is worth 

living for its own sake and everyone else’s lives are only meaningful and/ or worth living in 

case they contribute to something that is good for me, at least indirectly.65 That would mean 

that a lot of activities that we consider to be meaningful will not be, since they don’t confer 

anything good for me, not even what we consider to be intrinsically good activities. 

Furthermore, when I die that will result in everyone else losing their meaningfulness and 

ability to live lives worth living, even those who have never heard of me. I can have slaves in 

billions, living horrible lives, they would still live lives worth living (meaningful lives) as long as 

they contribute to something good, for me. Even if Bramble points out that they do confer to 

some meaning, it is hard for me to see that this small meaning would make their lives worth 

living overall. If this is a correct analysis of Bramble’s claim about how to interpret “a life 

worth living” I cannot claim that his interpretation is a more satisfying one than Wolf’s. But 

                                                           
62 Bramble, p. 453 
63 Bramble, p. 458 
64 Or for someone who’s life is good for someone who’s life is meaningful for the one living it and so on. 
65 Or contributing to someone else who is contributing to something that is good for me. 
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would Wolf consider a life to not be worth living if the subject doesn’t have a self-interest to 

go on living it? This leads to the next objection. 

Forth objection: A depressed person is living a meaningless life.  
I would like to spend a bit more time on another objection from Bramble and Smuts that I’ve 

mentioned above, concerning individuals who don’t experience their lives as meaningful and 

still question whether they are worth living, like the banker George. Bramble claims that 

Wolf’s theory would say that a depressed person who does not see any meaning in their lives 

would by definition be living a meaningless life. Still, says Bramble, they ask if their lives are 

meaningful, as if life can be meaningful even if the individual does not experience it as such. 

The depressed person who wonders if life is meaningful at all, is then (according to Wolf, 

claims Bramble) conceptually confused.66  

I don’t agree that this is a necessary consequence of Wolf’s claims. Wolf does not seem to be 

talking about the feeling of meaningfulness as necessary for meaning. A life is meaningful, 

according to Wolf, if and only if and because one loves objects worthy of love. This is no 

guarantee that the individual will constantly feel their life to be neither meaningful nor 

worthy of living, but according to Wolf the life still is worth living. Wolf does claim, as stated 

above, that one´s passion gives a particular type of feeling that would be associated with 

meaningfulness. Though again, this is no guarantee for a constant feeling of meaningfulness. 

Just like Smuts´s banker George, a serious external temporary circumstance can make one 

question the meaningfulness in one’s life even though one still loves an object worthy of love, 

without living a meaningless life during the questioning. George no longer loves the object, 

the bank, and has not yet realized that he has other love worthy areas in his life that he loves, 

the angel just helped him realize that. It is not for the bank that he suddenly rediscovers his 

love, it’s the other areas in his life. If he had no other areas in his life he would still consider it 

meaningless after the angels visit, since the bank no longer is an object worthy of love, it´s 

bankrupt. One can love an object worthy of love and still feel like one is living a life that isn’t 

worth living. One could long for finding a bigger love for an object worthier of love and 

therefore think that the love and love worthy object one has now are meaningless, yet that is 

a meaningful life from Wolf’s perspective. I would like to add that it seems possible to 

interpret Wolf as Bramble does, if Wolf would claim that fulfillment is equal to a feeling of 
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meaningfulness, then a depressed person would indeed have a meaningless life, from Wolf’s 

view. It would be an odd claim though, that the day to day, or for that matter minute to 

minute feeling of meaningfulness will decide if a life is meaningful or not. I, however, don’t 

find fulfillment and the feeling of meaningfulness to necessarily and always be equal to each 

other from Wolf’s perspective. 
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4. Question for Future Investigation.   
Before I conclude the essay, I would like to raise at least one question concerning Wolf’s 

account that I believe it would be interesting to pursue in future work. One may wonder how 

the “reasons of love” should be understood more specifically. Wolf’s theory builds upon this 

third human motivation, if there is no such motivation, then the rest of her theory will be in 

trouble. Consider e.g. the question of indirect egoism. I don’t mean to say that I visit my 

brother at the hospital out of egoism, that I do it because I fancy the doctor and want to ask 

her out. If it would be a conscious and calculated win for me then it would be egoism, what I 

try to describe is the indirect and non-conscious positive effects our actions achieve for us. If I 

help an old lady cross the street it’s not because I intend to earn something, but maybe 

because unconsciously I want to live in a society where we do such things for each other. 

Maybe I help my friend move because I might one day need help myself, and I want to have 

such friends that are helpful, the best way to achieve that is to be helpful oneself. What do 

we know about unconscious motivations? Mother Theresa may very well have thought that 

she lived in a world where she would go to hell for eternity if she did not do good deeds on 

earth, maybe being altruistic was her only way to save herself. Some actions are though, as it 

seems, entirely self-sacrificing and altruistic. For example there have been reports from war 

of soldiers throwing themselves over grenades and dying while saving their pluton, though I 

would claim that such entirely self-sacrificing acts are too rare to be what Wolf meant by her 

statement. I´m not saying that every action Wolf calls “reasons of love” is instead a reason of 

indirect egoism, but I find “reasons of love” to not be the only possible explanation for such 

actions, therefore it may threaten the theory, though this is a topic for a future essay.  
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5. Conclusion  
My aim was not to defend Wolf’s theory but to investigate whether the critics against the 

subjective component of her view were seriously challenging her theory. Out of the criticism I 

investigated I could not find any that delivered a decisive strike. I don’t find them to prove 

that Wolf’s claim of the necessity of a subjective component is wrong. I find that the critics 

sometimes have misunderstood Wolf on certain points, or at least not read her very 

charitably and thus they from time to time come with criticism that misses the point of Wolf’s 

claims.67 The critic I found most promising was the one questioning if “a life worth living” 

really is the same as a meaningful life, though this again leads back to the question of what´s 

meant by meaning. One could possibly accuse Wolf to be begging the question here, to first 

state what meaning is and then explain that doing this that meaning is will lead to a 

meaningful life. What she claims will be a meaningful life, if meaning is what she claims it is. 

Though to the question of what meaning really is I have no answer in this essay. 

 

                                                           
67 Such as that the constant feeling of meaningfulness should be necessary for meaning in life, and also the 
difference between a life being meaningful for the individual and an individual’s life being meaningful in the 
world. 
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