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About the book

In "Meaning in Life and Why It Matters," Susan R. Wolf embarks on a

profound exploration of the intricate relationship between meaning and

human existence, challenging the reader to ponder what truly makes life

worthwhile. By distinguishing between mere happiness and a life imbued

with purpose, Wolf argues that the quest for meaning is integral to our

well-being and identity. Through insightful philosophical analysis and

relatable examples, she invites us to examine our own values, commitments,

and passions, urging us to acknowledge that a meaningful life is not simply

about individual satisfaction but about engaging with the world in ways that

resonate with both personal significance and broader contributions. This

thought-provoking read prompts us to reflect on our own lives and the

pursuits that render them meaningful, making it a must-read for anyone

seeking to navigate the complexities of existence.
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About the author

Susan R. Wolf is a distinguished philosopher known for her significant

contributions to the fields of ethics, moral psychology, and the philosophy of

meaning. Currently a professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel

Hill, Wolf has been deeply engaged in exploring the complexities of human

life and the pursuit of meaning therein. Her work is characterized by a

thoughtful examination of the conditions under which life acquires

significance, notably through her influential essays and books that challenge

conventional notions of happiness and fulfillment. With a strong academic

background that includes a Ph.D. from the University of Massachusetts,

Amherst, her scholarship not only addresses theoretical questions but also

relates to practical aspects of leading a meaningful life, bridging abstract

philosophy with the lived experiences of individuals.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Meaning in Life

In "Meaning In Life and Why It Matters," Susan R. Wolf begins her

 exploration of meaningfulness by challenging traditional philosophical

models of human motivation, which typically categorize motivations into

self-interest (egoism) and higher, moral obligations (dualism). Wolf asserts

that these models inadequately capture the complexity of human motives,

neglecting the significance of what she terms “reasons of love” —

motivations driven by deep connections to individuals, passions, or ideals,

which provide profound meaning in our lives.

1. The Dichotomy of Motivation: Wolf critiques the simplistic dichotomy

between psychological egoism, which posits that humans act solely out of

self-interest, and moral dualism, which acknowledges higher, rational

motivations. She emphasizes that our motivations also include the pursuit of

things we love — not solely for our benefit or out of duty, but as a way to

engage with life meaningfully.

2. The Value of Love: Illustrating her point, Wolf offers examples of actions

motivated by love — attending to a sick relative or dedicating oneself to a

craft. These examples show that acting out of love does not arise from

self-interest or moral duty but is instead rooted in a passionate engagement

with what we value.
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3. Meaningfulness Beyond Happiness and Morality: Wolf distinguishes

meaningfulness from happiness and morality, proposing that meaningful

lives arise from loving worthy objects and engaging positively with them.

This unique dimension of value deserves consideration alongside happiness

and morality in philosophical discourse, as it enriches our understanding of

what life means.

4. A Conception of Meaningfulness: Wolf suggests that meaningfulness

requires both subjective and objective components — one must deeply care

about something that holds objective significance. This connection is

crucial, as it reflects a desire to enact value and be part of something

recognized as truly worthwhile.

5. Integration of Subjective and Objective Value: By combining elements

from two popular views — the Fulfillment View (finding passions for a

fulfilling life) and the Larger-than-Oneself View (engaging in something

beyond oneself) — Wolf creates the Fitting Fulfillment View. This view

maintains that for a life to be meaningful, it must mesh subjective passions

with objective value.

6. The Need for External Perspective: Wolf argues that desiring a

meaningful life includes wanting to see one's life as valuable from an

external viewpoint. This connects to the human tendency to seek objectivity

and validation of one’s life choices and accomplishments, thus highlighting
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the importance of engaging in meaningful projects.

7. Enduring Human Concerns: The longing for meaningfulness is posited as

a deeply ingrained human desire, influencing our self-perception and

experience of life. Engaging with pursuits that hold independent value not

only enriches our lives but also allows for social connection and validation

from others.

Through her exploration, Wolf concludes that acknowledging

meaningfulness as a distinct category fosters a more nuanced understanding

of what makes life good, underscoring that meaningful lives emerge from

actively and lovingly engaging with objects worthy of our passions. By

valuing this dimension, we enrich our appreciation of both happiness and

morality. In her subsequent discussions, Wolf intends to delve deeper into

why such a conception of meaningfulness matters and how it impacts our

lives.

Main Points Description

The Dichotomy
of Motivation

Wolf critiques the binary view of motivation (self-interest vs. moral
obligations) and introduces "reasons of love" as vital motivations
that lead to meaningful engagement.

The Value of
Love

Examples of actions motivated by love (e.g., caring for a relative,
dedication to a craft) illustrate the importance of passionate
engagement beyond self-interest or duty.

Meaningfulness Wolf distinguishes meaningfulness from happiness and morality,
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Main Points Description

Beyond
Happiness and
Morality

focusing on loving worthy objects and positive engagement as key
to a meaningful life.

A Conception of
Meaningfulness

Meaningfulness involves both subjective caring and objective
significance, reflecting a desire to engage in what is recognized as
worthwhile.

Integration of
Subjective and
Objective Value

Wolf introduces the Fitting Fulfillment View, combining passions
and objective value to define meaningful life.

The Need for
External
Perspective

Desiring a meaningful life includes wanting to view it as valuable
externally, emphasizing objective validation and engagement in
meaningful projects.

Enduring Human
Concerns

The desire for meaningfulness is fundamental, affecting
self-perception; engagement in independent value pursuits
enhances life richness and social validation.

Conclusion
Recognizing meaningfulness as a category enriches our
understanding of life's goodness, asserting that meaningful lives
stem from loving engagement with valued objects.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Value of Love

Critical Interpretation: Imagine for a moment the profound impact of

embracing your motivations driven by love — those moments where

you pour your heart into caring for a loved one or pursuing a passion

that ignites your spirit. This chapter invites you to reflect on how

acting from love not only enriches your life, but also connects you to

something greater than yourself. It's in those heartfelt moments, free

from self-interest or duty, where true meaning flourishes. When you

cultivate relationships and engage deeply with beloved pursuits, you

expand your understanding of life beyond mere happiness, finding

lasting fulfillment in the joy that comes from loving fiercely and

wholeheartedly. By recognizing the significance of love-driven

motivations, you can inspire yourself to lead a life filled with purpose

and connection.
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Chapter 2 Summary: Why It Matters

In this chapter, Susan R. Wolf delves into the complexity of meaningfulness

 in life, challenging established philosophical models that categorize motives

strictly as self-interested or moral. She argues that these models overlook the

critical dimension of meaningfulness, which merits attention alongside

happiness and morality.

1. Defining Meaningfulness: Wolf introduces the Fitting Fulfillment

 View, positing that a meaningful life combines subjective elements—such

as personal joy and pride in one's activities—with objective criteria,

meaning that the things one is passionate about must also be worthy of love

or value. Activities provide meaning when they involve engagement in

projects that are outside of oneself and are deemed worthwhile.

2. Objective Value: The chapter discusses the necessity of recognizing an

 objective standard of value in assessing the meaningfulness of various

activities. This raises questions about which projects are intrinsically

meaningful and identifies that activities which are unproductive or mundane

might not contribute to a meaningful life. For instance, while caring for one's

pet could have some value, devoting excessive time to it may not be seen as

the best use of one's life.

3. Authenticity of Value Judgments: Wolf highlights the fallibility of
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 personal value judgments, suggesting that people can misjudge what is

meaningful. She emphasizes that if individuals believe their pursuits are

meaningful but they are not contributing to a life of worth, then their lives

are misguided. Thus, meaningfulness must be understood as something that

is not merely subjectively determined.

4. The Danger of Elitism: Wolf acknowledges the concern that

 distinguishing valuable activities can lead to elitism, suggesting that we

must be careful when evaluating the worth of others' pursuits. She argues

that the relevant criterion for meaningfulness should not rest solely with

subjective opinions or popular consensus.

5. Challenges of Objective Standards: Wolf recognizes the complexity

 surrounding objective value and the potential difficulties philosophers face

in establishing what constitutes a “worthy” project. She critiques both

radical subjectivism and radical objectivism, noting that a balance must be

achieved without falling into an authoritarian stance on value judgments.

6. Meaningfulness vs. Happiness and Morality: The exploration of

 meaningfulness highlights its distinction from mere self-interest and moral

considerations. Wolf asserts that one can engage in pursuits that enhance

meaning without necessarily maximizing happiness or adhering to moral

guidelines, thus enriching life in unique ways.
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7. Implications for Self-Interest and Morality: The recognition of

 meaningfulness alters our understanding of self-interest and moral duty.

Wolf suggests that a meaningful life may sometimes involve choices that

defy strict moral obligations or self-interest, as engagement with life’s

meaningful projects can yield fulfillment beyond conventional metrics of

happiness.

8. The Necessity of Meaning: Ultimately, the chapter contends that

 meaningfulness is vital for a full understanding of human experience. An

acknowledgment of its objective components enhances our grasp of values

and contributes to a more enriching life. Wolf posits that valuing

meaningfulness can help shift focus in various moral and ethical discussions,

encouraging individuals and societies to recognize the significance of

activities that foster engagement and connection beyond mere

self-preservation or moral compliance.

Wolf’s discourse challenges us to rethink how we define value in life,

suggesting that a comprehensive understanding of meaning is crucial in

fostering lives rich in purpose, fulfillment, and connection to the world at

large.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Fitting Fulfillment View of Meaningfulness

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing at the crossroads of your life,

contemplating not only what brings you joy but also what holds

genuine value in the wider world. This view, as Susan R. Wolf

articulates, invites you to explore a landscape where your passions

intertwine with objectives worth pursuing. It encourages you to

engage deeply in projects that transcend mere self-interest, pushing

you to create a tapestry of experiences that resonate with both personal

fulfillment and an acknowledgment of their intrinsic worth. By

embracing this approach, your journey can evolve from one of fleeting

happiness to a profound and meaningful existence, prompting you to

invest your time and energy in pursuits that not only spark joy but also

contribute to the tapestry of life in ways that matter to you and to

others.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


Chapter 3: John Koethe

In Susan R. Wolf’s discussion on the nature of a meaningful life, she

 portrays a comprehensive framework that intertwines subjective and

objective dimensions. First, it is acknowledged that a meaningful life arises

from a deep subjective commitment to, or love for, projects or activities

deemed of objective worth. This perspective emphasizes the necessity of

being aware of these values, suggesting that a life cannot be deemed

meaningful if the individual lacks knowledge or awareness of the good

outcomes it produces. 

1. Wolf's emphasis on the subjective element indicates that the personal

engagement with an objective activity or project must be heartfelt. This

underscores the genuine connection between the individual and their pursued

endeavor. Moreover, this subjective layer varies vastly among individuals,

shaped significantly by their passions and motivations. However, she

clarifies that subjective engagement alone is not sufficient; it must also align

with activities that hold intrinsic value.
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Chapter 4 Summary: Robert M. Adams

In discussions of life's meaning, individuals frequently describe their

 existence as either meaningful or meaningless, indicating a desire for

significance. Philosophical inquiry into this profound topic has been limited,

yet Susan Wolf presents a valuable perspective by asserting that meaning

originates from loving worthy objects and engaging positively with them.

This concept emphasizes both subjective and objective dimensions of

meaning; the subjective aspect pertains to one's love and engagement, while

the objective aspect pertains to the inherent value of the objects of one's

love, existing independently of oneself.

1. Wolf's proposal suggests that meaningfulness encompasses both the

emotional elements of love and fulfillment, and a cognitive recognition of

engaging with valuable entities. While some may argue that love alone

suffices for meaning, Wolf contends that feelings of fulfillment, arising from

significant accomplishments, can enhance a life’s meaning. For instance,

completing a major project reflects successful engagement with one’s

passions, and enhances overall meaning, although failure or incompleteness

does not inherently render life meaningless. The exploration of meaningful

failures, such as those exemplified by historical figures like Jesus and Claus

von Stauffenberg, underscores that a project can still hold intrinsic meaning

despite adverse outcomes.
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2. There is a distinction in evaluating meaningfulness; it is possible for one

to engage in life’s pursuits and yet not find retrospective meaning due to

lack of fulfillment. Meaning arises not only from a conscious appraisal of

one's impact or success but from the depth of intentionality behind one's

passions and purposes. Feelings play a complex role; while they may reflect

one’s worthiness of love, they do not solely define the essence of a

meaningful life. Wolf argues for the need to consider feelings as part of a

relational engagement with larger truths, rather than as mere emotional states

that may not directly inform one’s narrative.

3. The relationship between meaning in life and various linguistic meanings

also warrants consideration, particularly in terms of intentionality,

communication, and structural coherence. In language, the intended meaning

often clarifies the purpose of utterance, and similarly, the meaning of one’s

life could be reflective of intentional engagement with one’s values, as well

as the communication of those values to others. The motivation behind

actions speaks to one’s subjective experience, while the broader impact may

connect to an intersubjective perspective, illustrating how one’s existence

communicates significance to society.

4. On the objective side of meaningfulness, Wolf distinguishes between

meaningfulness and moral virtue. A life can be deemed meaningful through

passionate engagements that may not necessarily align with impartial moral

concerns. Stauffenberg serves as an example where love for his country,
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although morally complex, encapsulated an objective sense of meaning

through his aspirations for Germany's future. Such motivations, albeit not

universally morally commendable, reflect a caring that can still exhibit

intrinsic value.

5. In summary, Wolf's account of meaningfulness intricately interweaves the

subjective experiences of love and engagement with the objective valuation

of those experiences. It challenges traditional notions of morality by

suggesting that meaning can exist outside of purely altruistic motivations.

By acknowledging the plurality of meaning and its connections to personal

narratives, Wolf enriches our understanding of what it truly means to live a

significant life. Thus, meaningfulness is both a personal journey and a

socially communicative endeavor, deeply rooted in the love people develop

for their passions and commitments—diverse as they may be.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


Critical Thinking

Key Point: Love and Engagement as Pathways to Meaning

Critical Interpretation: Consider how Susan Wolf's assertion that

meaning stems from loving worthy objects and engaging positively

with them offers a profound shift in perspective for you. Imagine

nurturing your passions, whether through a creative project, a career

endeavor, or a cherished relationship, not simply as tasks to complete

but as integral parts of your life’s tapestry. This chapter invites you to

reflect on the inherent value of what you choose to love and engage

with, both for your own fulfillment and for the potential impact on

those around you. Each moment spent deeply invested in a worthy

pursuit adds layers of meaning, echoing the idea that even the process

of striving toward a goal can hold intrinsic value, regardless of the

outcome. Embrace the notion that your life can resonate with

significance as you actively cultivate these connections, transforming

your existence into a rich, meaningful narrative that reflects not just

your desires, but your contributions to a larger story.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Nomy Arpaly

In Chapter 5 of "Meaning In Life And Why It Matters," Susan Wolf's

 exploration of the nature of meaning asserts that the pursuit of nonpractical

interests is essential to human experience, setting her apart from other

thinkers who prioritize practical justifications for knowledge and

understanding. Nomy Arpaly commends Wolf for her declaration of pride in

engaging with philosophy devoid of practical implications. This pursuit of

nonpractical interests underscores the richness of human motivations beyond

self-interest and moral duty, and it invites critical reflection on what

constitutes a meaningful life.

1. The Complexity of Human Motivation: Arpaly emphasizes that

 human motives extend well beyond the typical dichotomy of self-interest

and moral obligation. Instead, individuals often act out of passions for Truth,

Beauty, or personal interests—such as a beloved sports team or a cherished

pet—that may not necessarily fulfill conventional standards of objective

worth. This reminder counters the tendency in philosophical discourse to

overlook such motivations, highlighting that these diverse interests provide

depth and meaning to lives.

2. Questioning Objective Worth: While Wolf argues that a meaningful

 life must engage with things of "objective worth," Arpaly challenges this

perspective by proposing an alternative fulfillment view. She suggests that
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well-being arises from the alignment of personal passions with daily

activities. Using the example of a person devoted to their goldfish, Arpaly

questions the necessity of objective value in determining life's meaning.

Such a person may experience fulfillment, yet societal perceptions often

label such focused interests as lacking depth or significance.

3. The Nature of Meaningful Fulfillment: Arpaly posits that the

 'goldfish enthusiast' likely embodies delusions, reflecting unmet human

needs and desires. She argues that fulfillment is more complex than mere

devotion to a single passion. By examining extreme cases—like a severely

autistic individual or a child thriving through goldfish care—she illustrates

how basic emotional needs and social interactions are necessary for adult

fulfillment. 

4. Distinguishing Values from Meaning: Wolf's view presents "meaning"

 as an independent motive, distinct from self-interest and duty. However,

Arpaly contends that when people act out of love for art or relationships,

they are motivated by the intrinsic value of those pursuits rather than the

desire for a meaningful life. This distinction reveals the complexity of value

hierarchies and the need to assess how values interrelate in decision-making

processes.

5. Inquiries into Value Relationships: Arpaly concludes with a series of

 provocative questions regarding the nature of values and their hierarchies.
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She questions whether moral considerations hold a privileged status over

other values or if there exists a consistent framework through which

competing values can be evaluated. Her exploration highlights a potential

shift in Wolf’s stance on the relationships between values and the challenges

in establishing normative claims when pursuing a meaningful life.

By engaging with these points, Arpaly not only supports Wolf’s emphasis on

the significance of nonpractical values but also prompts deeper consideration

of how meaning is constructed and negotiated in the fabric of human lives.

Her critique suggests that the richness of our motivations and the

complexities surrounding the concept of meaning warrant continual

exploration within philosophical discourse.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embrace Nonpractical Interests

Critical Interpretation: Imagine waking up each day with a renewed

passion for the things that spark joy and wonder in your life. This

chapter encourages you to delve into interests that may not have

immediate practical benefits—whether it's your love for poetry, your

fascination with the vastness of the universe, or your dedication to

nurturing a hobby like painting. Engaging with these nonpractical

pursuits can ignite your spirit, enrich your experiences, and provide a

profound sense of meaning that transcends conventional measures of

worth. It invites you to reflect on how these interests not only fill your

days with joy but also shape your identity and connection to the world

around you, reminding you that a life deeply engaged with your

passions is not only valid but essential to your overall well-being.
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Chapter 6: Jonathan Haidt

In Jonathan Haidt's reflection on the search for meaning in life, he shares his

 personal journey, beginning with a teenage realization of atheism that left

him feeling existentially adrift. His early experience with existential despair,

amplified by reading "Waiting for Godot," encapsulated a profound

questioning of purpose that many grapple with. His exploration of

philosophy during college left him disappointed, as he found little in

academia that addressed the crucial question of life's meaning. It wasn't until

he encountered Susan Wolf's ideas that he began to see a clearer pathway

toward answering this question.

1. Haidt emphasizes the concept of *vital engagement*, which refers to a

state of deep absorption and meaningful involvement in activities that

resonate with one's passions. He draws from the insights of psychologist

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who outlines that individuals engaging in vital

pursuits—whether through creativity, community, or personal

interests—often enter a flow state where the act itself becomes intrinsically

meaningful. Achieving this state is rooted in an initial curiosity that
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Chapter 7 Summary: Response Susan Wolf

In Chapter 7 of “Meaning In Life And Why It Matters”, Susan R. Wolf

 engages with a variety of commentators who reflect on her views regarding

the meaningfulness of life. Their responses highlight the value of grounding

philosophical discussion in the lived experiences of actual individuals, rather

than theoretical constructs, underscoring a shift towards a more

human-centered approach in philosophical inquiry.

1. The commentators in discussion reveal a spectrum of agreement and

skepticism about Wolf’s argument that meaningfulness in life is a result of

the interplay between subjective experiences and objective values. John

Koethe and Robert Adams align with her perspective while introducing

clarifications about the importance and role of success in life's projects.

They inquire how crucial the success of one’s endeavors is to achieving a

meaningful life. 

2. Wolf illustrates that while personal engagement in valuable projects

contributes to meaning, the success of these projects is also relevant. She

draws upon examples from the arts, sciences, and personal relationships to

argue that even those who experience failure in meaningful endeavors can

often find value in commitment and engagement with their pursuits. Thus,

failure does not automatically render life meaningless; instead, a wealth of

experiences and relationships may sustain a sense of meaning, even amid
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disappointment.

3. The chapter further challenges the subjective condition of meaningfulness

predominantly identified with fulfillment. Wolf concurs with Adams that the

term 'fulfillment' may not adequately capture the necessary subjective

qualities required for a meaningful life, suggesting that engagement must be

motivated by a genuine love for the activity rather than merely feeling

fulfilled by it. She explores different subjective attitudes—including love,

excitement, and engagement—that may characterize meaningful lives,

acknowledging that fulfillment often coexists with moments of frustration

and ambivalence.

4. In addressing the critique that the objective value is not necessarily

required for a life to be meaningful, Wolf counters with the assertion that

although subjective satisfaction (fulfillment) can stem from various

activities, the lack of any objective value might render some endeavors less

meaningful. She argues that the human need for community, creativity, or

personal growth often underlies what gives life its meaningfulness.

5. Eventually, Wolf asserts that while engagement in one’s passions is

central to meaning in life, the understanding of objective value plays a

critical role in evaluating the worth of these passions. She encourages

individuals to contemplate the worth of their activities critically, nurturing

the idea that meaningfulness arises through a complex interdependence of
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both subjective interests and objective truths about what is valuable.

In summary, Wolf's treatment of the topic approaches meaning through the

interplay between subjective engagement and objective worth, revealing the

nuances and complexities inherent in determining what constitutes a

meaningful life. The chapter serves as a significant contribution to

philosophical discussions about meaning, inviting readers to reflect on their

own lives and the kinds of projects that might ground their meaningfulness.
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