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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Question of the 
Meaning of Life

E. D. Klemke

•

In his work “A Confession,” Tolstoy gives an account of how, when he was 
fifty years old and at the height of his career, he became deeply distressed by 
the conviction that life was meaningless:

. . . .[F]ive years ago, something very strange began to happen with me:  
I was overcome by minutes at first of perplexity and then an arrest of life, as 
though I did not know how to live or what to do, and I lost myself and was 
dejected. But that passed, and I continued to live as before. Then those mo-
ments of perplexity were repeated oftener and oftener, and always in one and 
the same form. These arrests of life found their expression in ever the same 
questions: “Why? Well, and then?”

At first I thought that those were simply aimless, inappropriate questions. 
It seemed to me that that was all well known and that if I ever wanted to busy 
myself with their solution, it would not cost me much labour,—that now I 
had no time to attend to them, but that if I wanted to I should find the proper 
answers. But the questions began to repeat themselves oftener and oftener, an-
swers were demanded more and more persistently, and, like dots that fall on 
the same spot, these questions, without any answers, thickened into one black 
blotch. . . . 

I felt that what I was standing on had given way, that I had no foundation 
to stand on, that that which I lived by no longer existed, and that I had nothing 
to live by. . . . 

“Well, I know,” I said to myself, “all which science wants to persistently 
to know, but there is no answer to the question about the meaning of my life.”1

Perhaps almost every sensitive and reflective person has had at least 
some moments when similar fears and questions have arisen in his or her life. 
Perhaps the experiences were not as extreme as Tolstoy’s, but they have nev-
ertheless been troublesome. And surely almost everyone has at some time 
asked: What is the meaning of life? Is there any meaning at all? What is it all 
about? What is the point of it all? It seems evident, then, that the question of 
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the meaning of life is one of the most important questions. Also it is impor-
tant for all persons, not merely for philosophers.

At least one writer has maintained that it is the most urgent question. In 
The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus writes:

There is but one truly serious philosophical problem, and that is suicide. 
 Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts to answering the fun-
damental question of philosophy. All the rest—whether the world has three 
dimensions, whether the mind has nine or twelve categories—comes after-
wards. These are games; one must first answer. . . .

If I ask myself how to judge that this question is more urgent than that, 
I reply that one judges by the actions it entails. I have never seen anyone die 
for the ontological argument [for the existence of a god]. Galileo, who held 
a scientific truth of great importance, abjured it with the greatest of ease as 
soon as it endangered his life. In a certain sense, he did right. That truth was 
not worth the stake. Whether the earth or the sun revolves around the other 
is a matter of profound indifference. To tell the truth, it is a futile question. 
On the other hand, I see many people die because they judge that life is not 
worth living. I see others paradoxically getting killed for the ideas or illusions 
that give them a reason for living (what is called a reason for living is also an 
excellent reason for dying). I therefore conclude that the meaning of life is the 
most urgent of questions.2

However we may rank the question—as the most urgent of all or as 
one of the most urgent of all—most of us do find the question to be one that 
 merits our serious attention. Part of its urgency stems from the fact that it 
is related to many other questions that face us in our daily lives. Many of 
the decisions we make with regard to careers, leisure time, moral dilemmas, 
and other matters depend on how we answer the question of the meaning 
of life.

However, the question may mean several things. Let us attempt to dis-
tinguish some of them. The question “What is the meaning of life?” may 
mean any of the following: (1) Why does the universe exist? Why is there 
something rather than nothing? Is there some plan for the whole universe? 
(2) Why do humans (in general) exist? Do they exist for some purpose? If so, 
what is it? (3) Why do I exist? Do I exist for some purpose? If so, how am I to 
find what it is? If not, how can life have any significance or value?

I do not mean to suggest that these are rigidly distinct questions. They 
are obviously interrelated. Hence we may interpret the question “What is 
the meaning of life?” broadly so that it can include any one or any two or all 
three of these questions. In so doing, we will be following common usage. 
Perhaps most of those who are deeply concerned with the question interpret 
it mainly in terms of question (3). However, there are others who include 
either question (1) or (2) or both along with question (3). Again, we need not 
be concerned with specifying one of the interpretations as the “correct” one. 
Rather let us recognize that all of them are often involved when one asks 
about the meaning of life.
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In turning to possible answers to the question of the meaning of life, we 
find different approaches or stances:

  I. The theistic answer
  II. The nontheistic alternative
 III. The approach that questions the meaningfulness of the question

These three different approaches are represented by the readings found 
in Parts I, II, and III, respectively, of this volume. Perhaps a brief summary of 
each would be desirable at this point.

I. According to the theistic answer, the meaning of life is found in the 
existence of a god—a supremely benevolent and all-powerful being, tran-
scendent to the natural universe, but who created the universe and fashioned 
man in his image and endowed him with a preordained purpose. In this 
view, without the existence of God, or at least without faith in God, life has 
no meaning or purpose and hence is not worth living. It is difficult to find 
many works in which this position is explicitly defended from a philosophical 
view. However, it is an answer that is held widely by religious believers, and 
it is apparent that in many cases it is a basis (or part of the basis) for religious 
belief. Apart from Tolstoy’s Confession, the other essays found in Part I of this 
volume do provide a direct theological, existential defense of this view.

II. The nontheistic (or humanistic) alternative, of course, denies the claim 
that the meaning of life is dependent on the existence of a god. According to 
this alternative, since there is no good reason to believe in the existence of a 
transcendent god, there is no good reason to believe that life has any objective 
meaning or purpose—that is, any meaning that is dependent on anything 
outside of the natural universe. Rather, the meaning of life, if there is one, 
must be found within the natural universe. Some adherents of this view go on 
to claim that there is no good reason to think life has any meaning in any ob-
jective sense, but there is good reason to believe that it can nevertheless have 
meaning in a subjective sense. In other words, it is up to each individual to 
fashion or create his or her own meaning by virtue of his own consciousness 
and creative activity. A defense of this position is found in the editor’s own 
essay and in other essays in Part II of this volume.

III. There is yet a third approach to the question of the meaning of life. 
According to this approach, the question “What is the meaning of life?” is a 
peculiar or at least an ambiguous one. What kind of question are we asking 
when we ask about the meaning of life? There are some who think that on 
analysis of terms such as “meaning,” “purpose,” and “value,” the question of 
the meaning of life turns out to be cognitively meaningless. However, there 
are others who reject that claim and take the opposing view. According to 
them, the various questions that make up the larger question of the meaning 
of life can be given an interpretation that renders them to be intelligible and 
cognitively significant. Various aspects of and perspectives on this position 
are presented in the essays in Part III of this volume.
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It is my view that the question of the meaning of life is a significant and 
important one and that it can be given an answer. I believe that the answer 
does not rest on any theistic or metaphysical assumptions. Since my defense 
of this position has been given in my essay “Living Without Appeal: An 
Affirmative Philosophy of Life,” contained in this volume, I will not repeat 
what I have said there except to say this: It will be recalled that in the passage 
quoted above, Camus maintains that “Judging whether life is or is not worth 
living amounts to answering the fundamental question of philosophy.” The 
answer I have given to that question is that there is no formula or recipe or 
slogan to guarantee that life will be worth living; but I believe that it can be 
worth living. I believe that I shall die, but that in the meantime, I can find a 
genuine meaning and purpose in life that makes it worth living.

There are some who will object: But how can life have any meaning or 
worth or value if it must come to an end? Sir Karl Popper has given the best 
answer I know of to that question. He writes: “There are those who think that 
life is valueless because it comes to an end. They fail to see that the opposite 
argument might also be proposed: that if there were no end to life, life would 
have no value; that it is, in part, the ever-present danger of losing it which 
helps to bring home to us the value of life.”3

NOTES

 1. From L. Tolstoy, My Confession, trans. Leo Weiner (London: J. M. Dent, 1905), 
passim.
 2. A. Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, trans. J. O’Brien (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1955), p. i.
 3. Sir Karl Popper, “How I See Philosophy.” In A. Mercier and M. Svilar (eds.), 
Philosophers on Their Own Work, Vol. 3 (Berne and Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 
1977), p. 148.
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L E O  T O L S T O Y

My Confession

•

Although I regarded authorship as a waste of time, I continued to write 
during those fifteen years. I had tasted of the seduction of authorship, of the 
seduction of enormous monetary remunerations and applauses for my insig-
nificant labour, and so I submitted to it, as being a means for improving my 
material condition and for stifling in my soul all questions about the meaning 
of my life and life in general.

In my writings I advocated, what to me was the only truth, that it was 
necessary to live in such a way as to derive the greatest comfort for oneself 
and one’s family.

Thus I proceeded to live, but five years ago something very strange 
began to happen with me: I was overcome by minutes at first of perplexity 
and then of an arrest of life, as though I did not know how to live or what to 
do, and I lost myself and was dejected. But that passed, and I continued to 
live as before. Then those minutes of perplexity were repeated oftener and of-
tener, and always in one and the same form. These arrests of life found their 
expression in ever the same questions: “Why? Well, and then?”

At first I thought that those were simply aimless, inappropriate ques-
tions. It seemed to me that that was all well known and that if I ever wanted 
to busy myself with their solution, it would not cost me much labour,—that 
now I had no time to attend to them, but that if I wanted to I should find the 
proper answers. But the questions began to repeat themselves oftener and 
oftener, answers were demanded more and more persistently, and, like dots 
that fall on the same spot, these questions, without any answers, thickened 
into one black blotch.

There happened what happens with any person who falls ill with a 
mortal internal disease. At first there appear insignificant symptoms of indis-
position, to which the patient pays no attention; then these symptoms are re-
peated more and more frequently and blend into one temporally indivisible 

C H A P T E R  1

From My Confession, translated by Leo Wierner. Copyright © 1905 by J. M. Dent and Sons.
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suffering. The suffering keeps growing, and before the patient has had time 
to look around, he becomes conscious that what he took for an indisposition 
is the most significant thing in the world to him,—is death.

The same happened with me. I understood that it was not a passing 
 indisposition, but something very important, and that, if the questions were 
going to repeat themselves, it would be necessary to find an answer for them. 
And I tried to answer them. The questions seemed to be so foolish, simple, 
and childish. But the moment I touched them and tried to solve them, I 
became convinced, in the first place, that they were not childish and foolish, 
but very important and profound questions in life, and, in the second, that, 
no matter how much I might try, I should not be able to answer them. Before 
attending to my Samára estate, to my son’s education, or to the writing of a 
book, I ought to know why I should do that. So long as I did not know why, 
I could not do anything. I could not live. Amidst my thoughts of farming, 
which interested me very much during that time, there would suddenly pass 
through my head a question like this: “All right, you are going to have six 
thousand desyatínas of land in the Government of Samára, and three hun-
dred horses,—and then?” And I completely lost my senses and did not know 
what to think farther. Or, when I thought of the education of my children, 
I said to myself: “Why?” Or, reflecting on the manner in which the masses 
might obtain their welfare, I suddenly said to myself: “What is that to me?” 
Or, thinking of the fame which my works would get me, I said to myself: “All 
right, you will be more famous than Gógol, Púshkin, Shakespeare, Molière, 
and all the writers in the world,—what of it?” And I was absolutely unable to 
make any reply. The questions were not waiting, and I had to answer them at 
once; if I did not answer them, I could not live.

I felt that what I was standing on had given way, that I had no founda-
tion to stand on, that that which I lived by no longer existed, and that I had 
nothing to live by. . . .

All that happened with me when I was on every side surrounded by what 
is considered to be complete happiness. I had a good, loving, and beloved 
wife, good children, and a large estate, which grew and increased without 
any labour on my part. I was respected by my neighbours and friends, more 
than ever before, was praised by strangers, and, without any self- deception, 
could consider my name famous. With all that, I was not deranged or men-
tally unsound,—on the contrary, I was in full command of my mental and 
physical powers, such as I had rarely met with in people of my age: physi-
cally I could work in a field, mowing, without falling behind a peasant; men-
tally I could work from eight to ten hours in succession, without experiencing 
any consequences from the strain. And while in such condition I arrived at 
the conclusion that I could not live, and, fearing death, I had to use cunning 
against myself, in order that I might not take my life.

This mental condition expressed itself to me in this form: my life is a stupid, 
mean trick played on me by somebody. Although I did not recognize that 
“somebody” as having created me, the form of the conception that someone 
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had played a mean, stupid trick on me by bringing me into the world was the 
most natural one that presented itself to me.

Involuntarily I imagined that there, somewhere, there was somebody 
who was now having fun as he looked down upon me and saw me, who had 
lived for thirty or forty years, learning, developing, growing in body and 
mind, now that I had become strengthened in mind and had reached that 
summit of life from which it lay all before me, standing as a complete fool 
on that summit and seeing clearly that there was nothing in life and never 
would be. And that was fun to him—

But whether there was or was not that somebody who made fun of me, 
did not make it easier for me. I could not ascribe any sensible meaning to a 
single act, or to my whole life. I was only surprised that I had not understood 
that from the start. All that had long ago been known to everybody. Sooner 
or later there would come diseases and death (they had come already) to my 
dear ones and to me, and there would be nothing left but stench and worms. 
All my affairs, no matter what they might be, would sooner or later be for-
gotten, and I myself should not exist. So why should I worry about all these 
things? How could a man fail to see that and live,—that was surprising! A 
person could live only so long as he was drunk; but the moment he sobered 
up, he could not help seeing that all that was only a deception, and a stupid 
deception at that! Really, there was nothing funny and ingenious about it, but 
only something cruel and stupid.

Long ago has been told the Eastern story about the traveller who in the 
steppe is overtaken by an infuriated beast. Trying to save himself from the 
animal, the traveller jumps into a waterless well, but at its bottom he sees a 
dragon who opens his jaws in order to swallow him. And the unfortunate 
man does not dare climb out, lest he perish from the infuriated beast, and 
does not dare jump down to the bottom of the well, lest he be devoured by the 
dragon, and so clutches the twig of a wild bush growing in a cleft of the well 
and holds on to it. His hands grow weak and he feels that soon he shall have 
to surrender to the peril which awaits him at either side; but he still holds 
on and sees two mice, one white, the other black, in even measure making a 
circle around the main trunk of the bush to which he is clinging, and nibbling 
at it on all sides. Now, at any moment, the bush will break and tear off, and 
he will fall into the dragon’s jaws. The traveller sees that and knows that he 
will inevitably perish; but while he is still clinging, he sees some drops of 
honey hanging on the leaves of the bush, and so reaches out for them with 
his tongue and licks the leaves. Just so I hold on to the branch of life, know-
ing that the dragon of death is waiting inevitably for me, ready to tear me to 
pieces, and I cannot understand why I have fallen on such suffering. And I 
try to lick that honey which used to give me pleasure; but now it no longer 
gives me joy, and the white and the black mouse day and night nibble at the  
branch to which I am holding on. I clearly see the dragon, and the honey is 
no longer sweet to me. I see only the inevitable dragon and the mice, and am 
unable to turn my glance away from them. That is not a fable, but a veritable, 
indisputable, comprehensible truth.



Leo Tolstoy

•   10   •

The former deception of the pleasures of life, which stifled the terror of 
the dragon, no longer deceives me. No matter how much one should say to 
me, “You cannot understand the meaning of life, do not think, live!” I am 
unable to do so, because I have been doing it too long before. Now I cannot 
help seeing day and night, which run and lead me up to death. I see that 
alone, because that alone is the truth. Everything else is a lie.

The two drops of honey that have longest turned my eyes away from the 
cruel truth, the love of family and of authorship, which I have called an art, 
are no longer sweet to me.

“My family—” I said to myself, “but my family, my wife and children, 
they are also human beings. They are in precisely the same condition that I 
am in: they must either live in the lie or see the terrible truth. Why should 
they live? Why should I love them, why guard, raise, and watch them? Is it 
for the same despair which is in me, or for dulness of perception? Since I love 
them, I cannot conceal the truth from them,—every step in cognition leads 
them up to this truth. And the truth is death.”

“Art, poetry?” For a long time, under the influence of the success of 
human praise, I tried to persuade myself that that was a thing which could 
be done, even though death should come and destroy everything, my deeds, 
as well as my memory of them; but soon I came to see that that, too, was 
a deception. It was clear to me that art was an adornment of life, a decoy 
of life. But life lost all its attractiveness for me. How, then, could I entrap 
others? So long as I did not live my own life, and a strange life bore me on 
its waves; so long as I believed that life had some sense, although I was not 
able to express it,—the reflections of life of every description in poetry and 
in the arts afforded me pleasure, and I was delighted to look at life through 
this little mirror of art; but when I began to look for the meaning of life, when 
I experienced the necessity of living myself, that little mirror became either 
useless, superfluous, and ridiculous, or painful to me. I could no longer con-
sole myself with what I saw in the mirror, namely, that my situation was 
stupid and desperate. It was all right for me to rejoice so long as I believed 
in the depth of my soul that life had some sense. At that time the play of 
lights—of the comical, the tragical, the touching, the beautiful, the terrible 
in life—afforded me amusement. But when I knew that life was meaning-
less and terrible, the play in the little mirror could no longer amuse me. No 
sweetness of honey could be sweet to me, when I saw the dragon and the 
mice that were nibbling down my support. . . .

In my search after the question of life I experienced the same feeling 
which a man who has lost his way in the forest may experience.

He comes to a clearing, climbs a tree, and clearly sees an unlimited space 
before him; at the same time he sees that there are no houses there, and that 
there can be none; he goes back to the forest, into the darkness, and he sees 
darkness, and again there are no houses.

Thus I blundered in this forest of human knowledge, between the clear-
ings of the mathematical and experimental sciences, which disclosed to me 
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clear horizons, but such in the direction of which there could be no house, 
and between the darkness of the speculative sciences, where I sunk into a 
deeper darkness, the farther I proceeded, and I convinced myself at last that 
there was no way out and could not be.

By abandoning myself to the bright side of knowledge I saw that I only 
turned my eyes away from the question. No matter how enticing and clear 
the horizons were that were disclosed to me, no matter how enticing it was to 
bury myself in the infinitude of this knowledge, I comprehended that these 
sciences were the more clear, the less I needed them, the less they answered 
my question.

“Well, I know,” I said to myself, “all which science wants so persistently 
to know, but there is no answer to the question about the meaning of my 
life.” But in the speculative sphere I saw that, in spite of the fact that the 
aim of the knowledge was directed straight to the answer of my question, or 
because of that fact, there could be no other answer than what I was giving 
to myself: “What is the meaning of my life?”—“None.” Or, “What will come 
of my life?”—“Nothing.” Or, “Why does everything which exists exist, and 
why do I exist?”—“Because it exists.”

Putting the question to the one side of human knowledge, I received an 
endless quantity of exact answers about what I did not ask: about the chemical 
composition of the stars, about the movement of the sun toward the constel-
lation of Hercules, about the origin of species and of man, about the forms of 
infinitely small, imponderable particles of ether; but the answer in this sphere 
of knowledge to my question what the meaning of my life was, was always: 
“You are what you call your life; you are a temporal, accidental conglomera-
tion of particles. The interrelation, the change of these particles, produces in 
you that which you call life. This congeries will last for some time; then the 
interaction of these particles will cease, and that which you call life and all 
your questions will come to an end. You are an accidentally cohering globule 
of something. The globule is fermenting. This fermentation the globule calls 
its life. The globule falls to pieces, and all fermentation and all questions will 
come to an end.” Thus the clear side of knowledge answers, and it cannot say 
anything else, if only it strictly follows its principles.

With such an answer it appears that the answer is not a reply to the ques-
tion. I want to know the meaning of my life, but the fact that it is a particle 
of the infinite not only gives it no meaning, but even destroys every possible 
meaning.

Those obscure transactions, which this side of the experimental, exact 
science has with speculation, when it says that the meaning of life consists in 
evolution and the coöperation with this evolution, because of their obscurity 
and inexactness cannot be regarded as answers.

The other side of knowledge, the speculative, so long as it sticks strictly 
to its fundamental principles in giving a direct answer to the question, every-
where and at all times has answered one and the same: “The world is some-
thing infinite and incomprehensible. Human life is an incomprehensible part 
of this incomprehensible all. . . .”
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I lived for a long time in this madness, which, not in words, but in deeds, 
is particularly characteristic of us, the most liberal and learned of men. But, 
thanks either to my strange, physical love for the real working class, which 
made me understand it and see that it is not so stupid as we suppose, or to 
the sincerity of my conviction, which was that I could know nothing and 
that the best that I could do was to hang myself,—I felt that if I wanted to 
live and understand the meaning of life, I ought naturally to look for it, not 
among those who had lost the meaning of life and wanted to kill themselves, 
but among those billions departed and living men who had been carrying 
their own lives and ours upon their shoulders. And I looked around at the 
enormous masses of deceased and living men,—not learned and wealthy, 
but simple men,—and I saw something quite different. I saw that all these 
 billions of men that lived or had lived, all, with rare exceptions, did not fit 
into my subdivisions,1 and that I could not recognize them as not under-
standing the question, because they themselves put it and answered it with 
surprising clearness. Nor could I recognize them as Epicureans, because their 
lives were composed rather of privations and suffering than of enjoyment. 
Still less could I recognize them as senselessly living out their meaningless 
lives, because every act of theirs and death itself was explained by them. 
They regarded it as the greatest evil to kill themselves. It appeared, then, that 
all humanity was in possession of a knowledge of the meaning of life, which I 
did not recognize and which I condemned. It turned out that rational knowl-
edge did not give any meaning to life, excluded life, while the meaning which 
by billions of people, by all humanity, was ascribed to life was based on some 
despised, false knowledge.

The rational knowledge in the person of the learned and the wise denied 
the meaning of life, but the enormous masses of men, all humanity, recog-
nized this meaning in an irrational knowledge. This irrational knowledge 
was faith, the same that I could not help but reject. That was God as one and 
three, the creation in six days, devils and angels, and all that which I could 
not accept so long as I had not lost my senses.

My situation was a terrible one. I knew that I should not find anything 
on the path of rational knowledge but the negation of life, and there, in faith, 
nothing but the negation of reason, which was still more impossible than the 
negation of life. From the rational knowledge it followed that life was an evil 
and men knew it,—it depended on men whether they should cease living, 
and yet they lived and continued to live, and I myself lived, though I had 
known long ago that life was meaningless and an evil. From faith it followed 
that, in order to understand life, I must renounce reason, for which alone a 
meaning was needed.

There resulted a contradiction, from which there were two ways out: 
either what I called rational was not so rational as I had thought; or that 
which to me appeared irrational was not so irrational as I had thought. And I 
began to verify the train of thoughts of my rational knowledge.

In verifying the train of thoughts of my rational knowledge, I found 
that it was quite correct. The deduction that life was nothing was inevitable; 
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but I saw a mistake. The mistake was that I had not reasoned in conformity 
with the question put by me. The question was, “Why should I live?” that is, 
“What real, indestructible essence will come from my phantasmal, destruc-
tible life? What meaning has my finite existence in this infinite world?” And 
in order to answer this question, I studied life.

The solutions of all possible questions of life apparently could not satisfy 
me, because my question, no matter how simple it appeared in the beginning, 
included the necessity of explaining the finite through the infinite, and vice 
versa.

I asked, “What is the extra-temporal, extra-causal, extra-spatial meaning 
of life?” But I gave an answer to the question, “What is the temporal, causal, 
spatial meaning of my life?” The result was that after a long labour of mind 
I answered, “None.”

In my reflections I constantly equated, nor could I do otherwise, the 
finite with the finite, the infinite with the infinite, and so from that resulted 
precisely what had to result: force was force, matter was matter, will was 
will, infinity was infinity, nothing was nothing,—and nothing else could 
come from it.

There happened something like what at times takes place in mathemat-
ics: you think you are solving an equation, when you have only an identity. 
The reasoning is correct, but you receive as a result the answer: a = a, or x = 
x, or o = o. The same happened with my reflection in respect to the question 
about the meaning of my life. The answers given by all science to that ques-
tion are only identities.

Indeed, the strictly scientific knowledge, that knowledge which, as 
Descartes did, begins with a full doubt in everything, rejects all knowledge 
which has been taken on trust, and builds everything anew on the laws of 
reason and experience, cannot give any other answer to the question of life 
than what I received,—an indefinite answer. It only seemed to me at first that 
science gave me a positive answer,—Schopenhauer’s answer: “Life has no 
meaning, it is an evil.” But when I analyzed the matter, I saw that the answer 
was not a positive one, but that it was only my feeling which expressed it as 
such. The answer, strictly expressed, as it is expressed by the Brahmins, by 
Solomon, and by Schopenhauer, is only an indefinite answer, or an identity,  
o = o, life is nothing. Thus the philosophical knowledge does not negate any-
thing, but only answers that the question cannot be solved by it, that for phi-
losophy the solution remains insoluble.

When I saw that, I understood that it was not right for me to look for an 
answer to my question in rational knowledge, and that the answer given by 
rational knowledge was only an indication that the answer might be got if the 
question were differently put, but only when into the discussion of the ques-
tion should be introduced the question of the relation of the finite to the infinite. 
I also understood that, no matter how irrational and monstrous the answers 
might be that faith gave, they had this advantage that they introduced into each 
answer the relation of the finite to the infinite, without which there could be no 
answer.
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No matter how I may put the question, “How must I live?” the answer 
is, “According to God’s law.” “What real result will there be from my life?”—
“Eternal torment or eternal bliss.” “What is the meaning which is not de-
stroyed by death?”—“The union with infinite God, paradise.”

Thus, outside the rational knowledge, which had to me appeared as the 
only one, I was inevitably led to recognize that all living humanity had a cer-
tain other irrational knowledge, faith, which made it possible to live.

All the irrationality of faith remained the same for me, but I could not 
help recognizing that it alone gave to humanity answers to the questions of 
life, and, in consequence of them, the possibility of living.

The rational knowledge brought me to the recognition that life was 
meaningless,—my life stopped, and I wanted to destroy myself. When I 
looked around at people, at all humanity, I saw that people lived and as-
serted that they knew the meaning of life. I looked back at myself: I lived so 
long as I knew the meaning of life. As to other people, so even to me, did faith 
give the meaning of life and the possibility of living.

Looking again at the people of other countries, contemporaries of mine 
and those passed away, I saw again the same. Where life had been, there 
faith, ever since humanity had existed, had given the possibility of living, 
and the chief features of faith were everywhere one and the same.

No matter what answers faith may give, its every answer gives to the 
finite existence of man the sense of the infinite,—a sense which is not de-
stroyed by suffering, privation, and death. Consequently in faith alone could 
we find the meaning and possibility of life. What, then, was faith? I under-
stood that faith was not merely an evidence of things not seen, and so forth, 
not revelation (that is only the description of one of the symptoms of faith), 
not the relation of man to man (faith has to be defined, and then God, and not 
first God, and faith through him), not merely an agreement with what a man 
was told, as faith was generally understood,—that faith was the knowledge 
of the meaning of human life, in consequence of which man did not destroy 
himself, but lived. Faith is the power of life. If a man lives he believes in 
something. If he did not believe that he ought to live for some purpose, he 
would not live. If he does not see and understand the phantasm of the finite, 
he believes in that finite; if he understands the phantasm of the finite, he must 
believe in the infinite. Without faith one cannot live. . . . 

In order that all humanity may be able to live, in order that they may 
continue living, giving a meaning to life, they, those billions, must have an-
other, a real knowledge of faith, for not the fact that I, with Solomon and 
Schopenhauer, did not kill myself convinced me of the existence of faith, 
but that these billions had lived and had borne us, me and Solomon, on the 
waves of life.

Then I began to cultivate the acquaintance of the believers from among 
the poor, the simple and unlettered folk, of pilgrims, monks, dissenters, 
peasants. The doctrine of these people from among the masses was also the 
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Christian doctrine that the quasi-believers of our circle professed. With the 
Chris tian truths were also mixed in very many superstitions, but there was 
this  difference: the superstitions of our circle were quite unnecessary to them,  
had no connection with their lives, were only a kind of an Epicurean amuse-
ment, while the superstitions of the believers from among the labouring 
classes were to such an extent blended with their life that it would have been 
impossible to imagine it without these superstitions,—it was a necessary 
 condition of that life. I began to examine closely the lives and beliefs of these 
people, and the more I examined them, the more did I become convinced  
that they had the real faith, that their faith was necessary for them, and that  
it alone gave them a meaning and possibility of life. In contradistinction to 
what I saw in our circle, where life without faith was possible, and where 
hardly one in a thousand professed to be a believer, among them there was 
hardly one in a thousand who was not a believer. In contradistinction to what 
I saw in our circle, where all life passed in idleness, amusements, and tedium 
of life, I saw that the whole life of these people was passed in hard work, and 
that they were satisfied with life. In contradistinction to the people of our 
circle, who struggled and murmured against fate because of their privations 
and their suffering, these people accepted diseases and sorrows without any 
perplexity or opposition, but with the calm and firm conviction that it was all 
for good. In contradistinction to the fact that the more intelligent we are, the 
less do we understand the meaning of life and the more do we see a kind of 
a bad joke in our suffering and death, these people live, suffer, and approach 
death, and suffer in peace and more often in joy. In contradistinction to the 
fact that a calm death, a death without terror or despair, is the greatest excep-
tion in our circle, a restless, insubmissive, joyless death is one of the greatest 
exceptions among the masses. And of such people, who are deprived of ev-
erything which for Solomon and for me constitutes the only good of life, and 
who withal experience the greatest happiness, there is an enormous number. 
I cast a broader glance about me. I examined the life of past and present vast 
masses of men, and I saw people who in like manner had understood the 
meaning of life, who had known how to live and die, not two, not three, not 
ten, but hundreds, thousands, millions. All of them, infinitely diversified as 
to habits, intellect, culture, situation, all equally and quite contrary to my 
ignorance knew the meaning of life and of death, worked calmly, bore priva-
tions and suffering, lived and died, seeing in that not vanity, but good.

I began to love those people. The more I penetrated into their life, the life 
of the men now living, and the life of men departed, of whom I had read and 
heard, the more did I love them, and the easier it became for me to live. Thus 
I lived for about two years, and within me took place a transformation, which 
had long been working within me, and the germ of which had always been in 
me. What happened with me was that the life of our circle,—of the rich and 
the learned,—not only disgusted me, but even lost all its meaning. All our 
acts, reflections, sciences, arts,—all that appeared to me in a new light. I saw 
that all that was mere pampering of the appetites, and that no meaning could 
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be found in it; but the life of all the working masses, of all humanity, which 
created life, presented itself to me in its real significance. I saw that that was 
life itself and that the meaning given to this life was truth, and I accepted it.

NOTE

1. In a passage omitted here, Tolstoy characterized four attitudes that people have 
toward life: living in ignorance of the problem of the meaning of life; ignoring it and 
trying to attain as much pleasure as possible; admitting that life is meaningless and 
committing suicide; admitting that life is meaningless but continuing to live aim-
lessly. [E. D. K.]
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B E R T R A N D  R U S S E L L

A Free Man’s Worship

•

To Dr. Faustus in his study Mephistophelis told the history of the Creation, 
saying,

The endless praises of the choirs of angels had begun to grow wearisome; for, 
after all, did he not deserve their praise? Had he not given them endless joy? 
Would it not be more amusing to obtain undeserved praise, to be worshiped 
by beings whom he tortured? He smiled inwardly, and resolved that the great 
drama should be performed.

For countless ages the hot nebula whirled aimlessly through space. At 
length it began to take shape, the central mass threw off planets, the planets 
cooled, boiling seas and burning mountains heaved and tossed, from black 
masses of cloud hot sheets of rain deluged the barely solid crust. And now the 
first germ of life grew in the depths of the ocean and developed rapidly in the 
fructifying warmth into vast forest trees, huge ferns springing from the damp 
mold, sea monsters breeding, fighting, devouring, and passing away. And 
from the monsters, as the play unfolded itself, Man was born, with the power 
of thought, the knowledge of good and evil, and the cruel thirst for worship. 
And Man saw that all is passing in this mad, monstrous world, that all is 
struggling to snatch, at any cost, a few brief moments of life before Death’s 
inexorable decree. And Man said, “There is a hidden purpose, could we but 
fathom it, and the purpose is good; for we must reverence something, and in 
the visible world there is nothing worthy of reverence.” And Man stood aside 
from the struggle, resolving that God intended harmony to come out of chaos 
by human efforts. And when he followed the instincts which God had trans-
mitted to him from his ancestry of beasts of prey, he called it Sin, and asked 
God to forgive him. But he doubted whether he could be justly forgiven, until 
he invented a divine Plan by which God’s wrath was to have been appeased. 
And seeing the present was bad, he made it yet worse, that thereby the future 
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might be better. And he gave God thanks for the strength that enabled him 
to forgo even the joys that were possible. And God smiled; and when he saw 
that Man had become perfect in renunciation and worship, he sent another 
sun through the sky, which crashed into Man’s sun; and all returned again to 
nebula.

“Yes,” he murmured, “it was a good play; I will have it performed again.”

Such, in outline, but even more purposeless, more void of meaning, is 
the world which science presents for our belief. Amid such a world, if any-
where, our ideals henceforward must find a home. 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; that no fire, no heroism, no intensity of 
thought and feeling, can preserve an individual life beyond the grave; that 
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 inevita-
bly be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins—all these things, if 
not quite beyond dispute, are yet so nearly certain that no philosophy which 
rejects them can hope to stand. Only within the scaffolding of these truths, 
only in the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation 
henceforth be safely built.

How, in such an alien and inhuman world, can so powerless a creature 
as man preserve his aspirations untarnished? A strange mystery it is that 
nature, omnipotent but blind, in the revolutions of her secular hurryings 
through the abysses of space, has brought forth at last a child, subject still 
to her power, but gifted with sight, with knowledge of good and evil, with 
the capacity of judging all the works of his unthinking mother. In spite of 
death, the mark and seal of the parental control, man is yet free, during his 
brief years, to examine, to criticize, to know, and in imagination to create. 
To him alone, in the world with which he is acquainted, this freedom be-
longs; and in this lies his superiority to the resistless forces that control his 
outward life.

The savage, like ourselves, feels the oppression of his impotence before 
the powers of nature; but having in himself nothing that he respects more 
than power, he is willing to prostrate himself before his gods, without in-
quiring whether they are worthy of his worship. Pathetic and very terrible is 
the long history of cruelty and torture, of degradation and human sacrifice, 
endured in the hope of placating the jealous gods: surely, the trembling be-
liever thinks, when what is most precious has been freely given, their lust 
for blood must be appeased, and more will not be required. The religion of 
Moloch—as such creeds may be generically called—is in essence the cringing 
submission of the slave, who dare not, even in his heart, allow the thought 
that his master deserves no adulation. Since the independence of ideals is not 
yet acknowledged, power may be freely worshiped and receive an unlimited 
respect, despite its wanton infliction of pain.
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But gradually, as morality grows bolder, the claim of the ideal world 
begins to be felt; and worship, if it is not to cease, must be given to gods 
of another kind than those created by the savage. Some, though they feel 
the demands of the ideal, will still consciously reject them, still urging that 
naked power is worthy of worship. Such is the attitude inculcated in God’s 
answer to Job out of the whirlwind: the divine power and knowledge are 
paraded, but of the divine goodness there is not hint. Such also is the attitude 
of those who, in our own day, base their morality upon the struggle for sur-
vival, maintaining that the survivors are necessarily the fittest. But others, 
not content with an answer so repugnant to the moral sense, will adopt the 
position which we have become accustomed to regard as specially religious, 
maintaining that, in some hidden manner, the world of fact is really harmo-
nious with the world of ideals. Thus man created God, all-powerful and all-
good, the mystic unity of what is and what should be.

But the world of fact, after all, is not good; and, in submitting our judg-
ment to it, there is an element of slavishness from which our thoughts must 
be purged. For in all things it is well to exalt the dignity of man, by freeing 
him as far as possible from the tyranny of nonhuman power. When we have 
realized that power is largely bad, that man, with his knowledge of good 
and evil, is but a helpless atom in a world which has no such knowledge, the 
choice is again presented to us: Shall we worship force, or shall we worship 
goodness? Shall our God exist and be evil, or shall he be recognized as the 
creation of our own conscience?

The answer to this question is very momentous and affects profoundly 
our whole morality. The worship of force, to which Carlyle and Nietzsche and 
the creed of militarism have accustomed us, is the result of failure to maintain 
our own ideals against a hostile universe: it is itself a prostrate submission to 
evil, a sacrifice of our best to Moloch. If strength indeed is to be respected, let 
us respect rather the strength of those who refuse that false “recognition of 
facts” which fails to recognize that facts are often bad. Let us admit that, in the 
world we know, there are many things that would be better otherwise, and 
that the ideals to which we do and must adhere are not realized in the realm 
of matter. Let us preserve our respect for truth, for beauty, for the ideal of 
perfection which life does not permit us to attain, though none of these things 
meets with the approval of the unconscious universe. If power is bad, as it 
seems to be, let us reject it from our hearts. In this lies man’s true freedom: in 
determination to worship only the God created by our own love of the good, 
to respect only the heaven which inspires the insight of our best moments. In 
action, in desire, we must submit perpetually to the tyranny of outside forces; 
but in thought, in aspiration, we are free, free from our fellow men, free from 
the petty planet on which our bodies impotently crawl, free even, while we 
live, from the tyranny of death. Let us learn, then, that energy of faith which 
enables us to live constantly in the vision of the good; and let us descend, in 
action, into the world of fact, with that vision always before us.

When first the opposition of fact and ideal grows fully visible, a spirit of 
fiery revolt, of fierce hatred of the gods, seems necessary to the assertion of 
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freedom. To defy with Promethean constancy a hostile universe, to keep its 
evil always in view, always actively hated, to refuse no pain that the malice 
of power can invent, appears to be the duty of all who will not bow before 
the inevitable. But indignation is still a bondage, for it compels our thoughts 
to be occupied with an evil world; and in the fierceness of desire from which 
rebellion springs there is a kind of self-assertion which it is necessary for the 
wise to overcome. Indignation is a submission of our thoughts but not of 
our desires; the Stoic freedom in which wisdom consists is found in the sub-
mission of our desires but not of our thoughts. From the submission of our 
desires springs the virtue of resignation; from the freedom of our thoughts 
springs the whole world of art and philosophy, and the vision of beauty by 
which, at last, we half reconquer the reluctant world. But the vision of beauty 
is possible only to unfettered contemplation, to thoughts not weighted by the 
load of eager wishes; and thus freedom comes only to those who no longer 
ask of life that it shall yield them any of those personal goods that are subject 
to the mutations of time.

Although the necessity of renunciation is evidence of the existence of 
evil, yet Christianity, in preaching it, has shown a wisdom exceeding that 
of the Promethean philosophy of rebellion. It must be admitted that, of the 
things we desire, some, though they prove impossible, are yet real goods; 
others, however, as ardently longed for, do not form part of a fully puri-
fied ideal. The belief that what must be renounced is bad, though sometimes 
false, is far less often false than untamed passion supposes; and the creed of 
religion, by providing a reason for proving that it is never false, has been the 
means of purifying our hopes by the discovery of many austere truths.

But there is in resignation a further good element: even real goods, when 
they are unattainable, ought not to be fretfully desired. To every man comes, 
sooner or later, the great renunciation. For the young, there is nothing unat-
tainable; a good thing desired with the whole force of a passionate will, and 
yet impossible, is to them not credible. Yet, by death, by illness, by poverty, 
or by the voice of duty, we must learn, each one of us, that the world was 
not made for us, and that, however beautiful may be the things we crave, 
Fate may nevertheless forbid them. It is the part of courage, when misfor-
tune comes, to bear without repining the ruin of our hopes, to turn away our 
thoughts from vain regrets. This degree of submission to power is not only 
just and right: it is the very gate of wisdom.

But passive renunciation is not the whole of wisdom; for not by renuncia-
tion alone can we build a temple for the worship of our own ideals. Haunting 
foreshadowings of the temple appear in the realm of imagination, in music, in 
architecture, in the untroubled kingdom of reason, and in the golden sunset 
magic of lyrics, where beauty shines and glows, remote from the touch of 
sorrow, remote from the fear of change, remote from the failures and dis-
enchantments of the world of fact. In the contemplation of these things the 
vision of heaven will shape itself in our hearts, giving at once a touchstone to 
judge the world about us and an inspiration by which to fashion to our needs 
whatever is not incapable of serving as a stone in the sacred temple.
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Except for those rare spirits that are born without sin, there is a cavern 
of darkness to be traversed before that temple can be entered. The gate of the 
cavern is despair, and its floor is paved with the gravestones of abandoned 
hopes. There self must die; there the eagerness, the greed of untamed desire, 
must be slain, for only so can the soul be freed from the empire of Fate. But 
out of the cavern, the Gate of Renunciation leads again to the daylight of 
wisdom, by whose radiance a new insight, a new joy, a new tenderness, shine 
forth to gladden the pilgrim’s heart.

When, without the bitterness of impotent rebellion, we have learned 
both to resign ourselves to the outward rule of Fate and to recognize that the 
nonhuman world is unworthy of our worship, it becomes possible at last so 
to transform and refashion the unconscious universe, so to transmute it in 
the crucible of imagination, that a new image of shining gold replaces the 
old idol of clay. In all the multiform facts of the world—in the visual shapes 
of trees and mountains and clouds, in the events of the life of man, even in 
the very omnipotence of death—the insight of creative idealism can find the 
reflection of a beauty which its own thoughts first made. In this way mind 
asserts its subtle mastery over the thoughtless forces of nature. The more evil 
the material with which it deals, the more thwarting to untrained desire, the 
greater is its achievement in inducing the reluctant rock to yield up its hidden 
trea sures, the prouder its victory in compelling the opposing forces to swell 
the pageant of its triumph. Of all the arts, tragedy is the proudest, the most 
triumphant; for it builds its shining citadel in the very center of the enemy’s 
country, on the very summit of his highest mountain; from its impregnable 
watchtowers, his camps and arsenals, his columns and forts, are all revealed; 
within its walls the free life continues, while the legions of death and pain 
and despair, and all the servile captains of tyrant Fate, afford the burghers of 
that dauntless city new spectacles of beauty. Happy those sacred ramparts, 
thrice happy the dwellers on that all-seeing eminence. Honor to those brave 
warriors who, through countless ages of warfare, have preserved for us the 
priceless heritage of liberty and have kept undefiled by sacrilegious invaders 
the home of the unsubdued.

But the beauty of tragedy does but make visible a quality which, in more 
or less obvious shapes, is present always and everywhere in life. In the spec-
tacle of death, in the endurance of intolerable pain, and in the irrevocable-
ness of a vanished past, there is a sacredness, an overpowering awe, a feeling 
of the vastness, the depth, the inexhaustible mystery of existence, in which, 
as by some strange marriage of pain, the sufferer is bound to the world by 
bonds of sorrow. In these moments of insight, we lose all eagerness of tem-
porary desire, all struggling and striving for petty ends, all care for the little 
trivial things that, to a superficial view, make up the common life of day by 
day; we see, surrounding the narrow raft illumined by the flickering light 
of human comradeship, the dark ocean on whose rolling waves we toss for 
a brief hour; from the great night without, a chill blast breaks in upon our 
refuge; all the loneliness of humanity amid hostile forces is concentrated 
upon the individual soul, which must struggle alone, with what of courage 
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it can command, against the whole weight of a universe that cares nothing 
for its hopes and fears. Victory, in this struggle with the powers of darkness, 
is the true baptism into the glorious company of heroes, the true initiation 
into the overmastering beauty of human existence. From that awful encoun-
ter of the soul with the outer world, renunciation, wisdom, and charity are 
born; and with their birth a new life begins. To take into the inmost shrine 
of the soul the irresistible forces whose puppets we seem to be—death and 
change, the irrevocableness of the past, and the powerlessness of man before 
the blind hurry of the universe from vanity to vanity—to feel these things 
and know them is to conquer them.

This is the reason why the past has such magical power. The beauty of 
its motionless and silent pictures is like the enchanted purity of late autumn, 
when the leaves, though one breath would make them fall, still glow against 
the sky in golden glory. The past does not change or strive; like Duncan, after 
life’s fitful fever it sleeps well; what was eager and grasping, what was petty 
and transitory, has faded away; the things that were beautiful and eternal 
shine out of it like stars in the night. Its beauty, to a soul not worthy of it, is 
unendurable; but to a soul which has conquered Fate it is the key of religion.

The life of man, viewed outwardly, is but a small thing in comparison 
with the forces of nature. The slave is doomed to worship Time and Fate and 
Death, because they are greater than anything he finds in himself, and be-
cause all his thoughts are of things which they devour. But, great as they are, 
to think of them greatly, to feel their passionless splendor, is greater still. And 
such thought makes us free men; we no longer bow before the inevitable in 
Oriental subjection, but we absorb it and make it a part of ourselves. To aban-
don the struggle for private happiness, to expel all eagerness of temporary 
desire, to burn with passion for eternal things—this is emancipation, and this 
is the free man’s worship. And this liberation is effected by contemplation of 
Fate; for Fate itself is subdued by the mind which leaves nothing to be purged 
by the purifying fire of time.

United with his fellow men by the strongest of all ties, the tie of a common 
doom, the free man finds that a new vision is with him always, shedding over 
every daily task the light of love. The life of man is a long march through the 
night, surrounded by invisible foes, tortured by weariness and pain, toward 
a goal that few can hope to reach, and where none may tarry long. One by 
one, as they march, our comrades vanish from our sight, seized by the silent 
orders of omnipotent death. Very brief is the time in which we can help them, 
in which their happiness or misery is decided. Be it ours to shed sunshine on 
their path, to lighten their sorrows by the balm of sympathy, to give them the 
pure joy of a never-tiring affection, to strengthen failing courage, to instill 
faith in hours of despair. Let us not weigh in grudging scales their merits and 
demerits, but let us think only of their need—of the sorrows, the difficulties, 
perhaps the blindness, that make the misery of their lives; let us remember 
that they are fellow sufferers in the same darkness, actors in the same tragedy 
with ourselves. And so, when their day is over, when their good and their 
evil have become eternal by the immortality of the past, be it ours to feel that, 
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where they suffered, where they failed, no deed of ours was the cause; but 
wherever a spark of the divine fire kindled in their hearts, we were ready 
with encouragement, with sympathy, with brave words in which high cour-
age glowed.

Brief and powerless is man’s life; on him and all his race the slow, sure 
doom falls pitiless and dark. Blind to good and evil, reckless of destruction, 
omnipotent matter rolls on its relentless way; for man, condemned today to 
lose his dearest, tomorrow himself to pass through the gate of darkness, it 
remains only to cherish, ere yet the blow fall, the lofty thoughts that ennoble 
his little day; disdaining the coward terrors of the slave of Fate, to worship 
at the shrine that his own hands have built; undismayed by the empire of 
chance, to preserve a mind free from the wanton tyranny that rules his out-
ward life; proudly defiant of the irresistible forces that tolerate, for a moment, 
his knowledge and his condemnation, to sustain alone, a weary but unyield-
ing Atlas, the world that his own ideals have fashioned despite the trampling 
march of unconscious power.
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A L B E R T  C A M U S

The Myth of Sisyphus

•

AN ABSURD REASONING

Absurdity and Suicide

There is but one truly serious philosophical problem, and that is suicide. 
Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts to answering the fun-
damental question of philosophy. All the rest—whether or not the world has 
three dimensions, whether the mind has nine or twelve categories—comes 
afterwards. These are games; one must first answer. And if it is true, as 
Nietzsche claims, that a philosopher, to deserve our respect, must preach by 
example, you can appreciate the importance of that reply, for it will precede 
the definitive act. These are facts the heart can feel; yet they call for careful 
study before they become clear to the intellect.

If I ask myself how to judge that this question is more urgent than that, 
I reply that one judges by the actions it entails. I have never seen anyone die 
for the ontological argument. Galileo, who held a scientific truth of great im-
portance, abjured it with the greatest of ease as soon as it endangered his life. 
In a certain sense, he did right.1 That truth was not worth the stake. Whether 
the earth or the sun revolves around the other is a matter of profound indif-
ference. To tell the truth, it is a futile question. On the other hand, I see many 
people die because they judge that life is not worth living. I see others para-
doxically getting killed for the ideas or illusions that give them a reason for 
living (what is called a reason for living is also an excellent reason for dying). 
I therefore conclude that the meaning of life is the most urgent of questions. 
How to answer it? On all essential problems (I mean thereby those that run 
the risk of leading to death or those that intensify the passion of living) there 
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are probably but two methods of thought: the method of La Palisse and the 
method of Don Quixote. Solely the balance between evidence and lyricism 
can allow us to achieve simultaneously emotion and lucidity. In a subject at 
once so humble and so heavy with emotion, the learned and classical dialec-
tic must yield, one can see, to a more modest attitude of mind deriving at one 
and the same time from common sense and understanding.

Suicide has never been dealt with except as a social phenomenon. On the 
contrary, we are concerned here, at the outset, with the relationship between 
individual thought and suicide. An act like this is prepared within the silence 
of the heart, as is a great work of art. The man himself is ignorant of it. One 
evening he pulls the trigger or jumps. Of an apartment-building manager 
who had killed himself I was told that he had lost his daughter five years 
before, that he had changed greatly since, and that that experience had “un-
dermined” him. A more exact word cannot be imagined. Beginning to think 
is beginning to be undermined. Society has but little connection with such 
beginnings. The worm is in man’s heart. That is where it must be sought. One 
must follow and understand this fatal game that leads from lucidity in the 
face of existence to flight from light. . . . 

But if it is hard to fix the precise instant, the subtle step when the mind 
opted for death, it is easier to deduce from the act itself the consequences it 
implies. In a sense, and as in melodrama, killing yourself amounts to confess-
ing. It is confessing that life is too much for you or that you do not understand 
it. Let’s not go too far in such analogies, however, but rather return to every-
day words. It is merely confessing that that “is not worth the trouble.” Living, 
naturally, is never easy. You continue making the gestures commanded by 
existence for many reasons, the first of which is habit. Dying voluntarily im-
plies that you have recognized, even instinctively, the ridiculous character of 
that habit, the absence of any profound reason for living, the insane character 
of that daily agitation, and the uselessness of suffering.

What, then, is that incalculable feeling that deprives the mind of the 
sleep necessary to life? A world that can be explained even with bad reasons 
is a familiar world. But, on the other hand, in a universe suddenly divested 
of illusions and lights, man feels an alien, a stranger. His exile is without 
remedy since he is deprived of the memory of a lost home or the hope of a 
promised land. This divorce between man and his life, the actor and his set-
ting, is properly the feeling of absurdity. All healthy men having thought of 
their own suicide, it can be seen, without further explanation, that there is a 
direct connection between this feeling and the longing for death.

The subject of this essay is precisely this relationship between the absurd 
and suicide, the exact degree to which suicide is a solution to the absurd. The 
principle can be established that for a man who does not cheat, what he be-
lieves to be true must determine his action. Belief in the absurdity of existence 
must then dictate his conduct. It is legitimate to wonder, clearly and without 
false pathos, whether a conclusion of this importance requires forsaking as 
rapidly as possible an incomprehensible condition. I am speaking, of course, 
of men inclined to be in harmony with themselves.
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Stated clearly, this problem may seem both simple and insoluble. But it 
is wrongly assumed that simple questions involve answers that are no less 
simple and that evidence implies evidence. A priori and reversing the terms 
of the problem, just as one does or does not kill oneself, it seems that there are 
but two philosophical solutions, either yes or no. This would be too easy. But 
allowance must be made for those who, without concluding, continue ques-
tioning. Here I am only slightly indulging in irony: this is the majority. I notice 
also that those who answer “no” act as if they thought “yes.” As a matter of 
fact, if I accept the Nietzschean criterion, they think “yes” in one way or an-
other. On the other hand, it often happens that those who commit suicide 
were assured of the meaning of life. These contradictions are constant. It may 
even be said that they have never been so keen as on this point where, on the 
contrary, logic seems so desirable. It is a commonplace to compare philosoph-
ical theories and the behavior of those who profess them. . . . Schopenhauer 
is often cited, as a fit subject for laughter, because he praised suicide while 
seated at a well-set table. This is no subject for joking. That way of not taking 
the tragic seriously is not so grievous, but it helps to judge a man.

In the face of such contradictions and obscurities must we conclude that 
there is no relationship between the opinion one has about life and the act 
one commits to leave it? Let us not exaggerate in this direction. In a man’s 
attachment to life there is something stronger than all the ills in the world. 
The body’s judgment is as good as the mind’s, and the body shrinks from an-
nihilation. We get into the habit of living before acquiring the habit of think-
ing. In that race which daily hastens us toward death, the body maintains its 
irreparable lead. In short, the essence of that contradiction lies in what I shall 
call the act of eluding because it is both less and more than diversion in the 
Pascalian sense. Eluding is the invariable game. The typical act of eluding, 
the fatal evasion that constitutes the third theme of this essay, is hope. Hope 
for another life one must “deserve” or trickery of those who live not for life 
itself but for some great idea that will transcend it, refine it, give it a meaning, 
and betray it. . . . 

Absurd Walls

. . . All great deeds and all great thoughts have a ridiculous beginning. Great 
works are often born on a street-corner or in a restaurant’s revolving door. So 
it is with absurdity. The absurd world more than others derives its nobility 
from that abject birth. In certain situations, replying “nothing” when asked 
what one is thinking about may be pretense in a man. Those who are loved 
are well aware of this. But if that reply is sincere, if it symbolizes that odd 
state of soul in which the void becomes eloquent, in which the chain of daily 
gestures is broken, in which the heart vainly seeks the link that will connect 
it again, then it is as it were the first sign of absurdity.

It happens that the stage sets collapse. Rising, streetcar, four hours in 
the office or the factory, meal, streetcar, four hours of work, meal, sleep, and 
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Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday and Saturday according to 
the same rhythm—this path is easily followed most of the time. But one day 
the “why” arises and everything begins in that weariness tinged with amaze-
ment. “Begins”—this is important. Weariness comes at the end of the acts of a 
mechanical life, but at the same time it inaugurates the impulse of conscious-
ness. It awakens consciousness and provokes what follows. What follows is 
the gradual return into the chain or it is the definitive awakening. At the end 
of the awakening comes, in time, the consequence: suicide or recovery. In 
itself weariness has something sickening about it. Here, I must conclude that 
it is good. For everything begins with consciousness and nothing is worth 
anything except through it. . . . 

At the heart of all beauty lies something inhuman, and these hills, the 
softness of the sky, the outline of these trees at this very minute lose the illu-
sory meaning with which we had clothed them, henceforth more remote than 
a lost paradise. The primitive hostility of the world rises up to face us across 
millennia. For a second we cease to understand it because for centuries we 
have understood it in solely the images and designs that we had attributed to 
it beforehand, because henceforth we lack the power to make use of that arti-
fice. The world evades us because it becomes itself again. That stage scenery 
masked by habit becomes again what it is. It withdraws at a distance from us. 
Just as there are days when under the familiar face of a woman, we see as a 
stranger her we had loved months or years ago, perhaps we shall come even 
to desire what suddenly leaves us so alone. But the time has not yet come. 
Just one thing: that denseness and that strangeness of the world is the absurd.

Men, too, secrete the inhuman. At certain moments of lucidity, the me-
chanical aspect of their gestures, their meaningless pantomine makes silly 
everything that surrounds them. A man is talking on the telephone behind 
a glass partition; you cannot hear him, but you see his incomprehensible 
dumb show: you wonder why he is alive. This discomfort in the face of man’s 
own inhumanity, this incalculable tumble before the image of what we are, 
this “nausea,” as a writer of today calls it, is also the absurd. Likewise, the 
stranger who at certain seconds comes to meet us in a mirror, the familiar 
and yet alarming brother we encounter in our own photographs is also the 
absurd.

I come at last to death and to the attitude we have toward it. On this point 
everything has been said and it is only proper to avoid pathos. Yet one will 
never be sufficiently surprised that everyone lives as if no one “knew.” This is 
because in reality there is no experience of death. Properly speaking, nothing 
has been experienced but what has been lived and made conscious. Here, it 
is barely possible to speak of the experience of others’ deaths. It is a substi-
tute, an illusion, and it never quite convinces us. That melancholy  convention 
cannot be persuasive. The horror comes in reality from the mathematical 
aspect of the event. If time frightens us, this is because it works out the prob-
lem and the solution comes afterward. All the pretty speeches about the soul 
will have their contrary convincingly proved, at least for a time. From this 
inert body on which a slap makes no mark the soul has  disappeared. This 
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elementary and definitive aspect of the adventure constitutes the absurd feel-
ing. Under the fatal lighting of that destiny, its uselessness becomes evident. 
No code of ethics and no effort are justifiable a priori in the face of the cruel 
mathematics that command our condition. . . . 

Understanding the world for a man is reducing it to the human, stamp-
ing it with his seal. The cat’s universe is not the universe of the anthill. The 
truism “All thought is anthropomorphic” has no other meaning. Likewise, 
the mind that aims to understand reality can consider itself satisfied only by 
reducing it to terms of thought. If man realized that the universe like him can 
love and suffer, he would be reconciled. If thought discovered in the shim-
mering mirrors of phenomena eternal relations capable of summing them 
up and summing themselves up in a single principle, then would be seen an 
intellectual joy of which the myth of the blessed would be but a ridiculous 
imitation. That nostalgia for unity, that appetite for the absolute illustrates 
the essential impulse of the human drama. But the fact of that nostalgia’s 
existence does not imply that it is to be immediately satisfied. . . . 

With the exception of professional rationalists, today people despair of 
true knowledge. If the only significant history of human thought were to 
be written, it would have to be the history of its successive regrets and its 
 impotences.

Of whom and of what indeed can I say: “I know that!” This heart within 
me I can feel, and I judge that it exists. This world I can touch, and I likewise 
judge that it exists. There ends all my knowledge, and the rest is construction. 
For if I try to seize this self of which I feel sure, if I try to define and to sum-
marize it, it is nothing but water slipping through my fingers. I can sketch 
one by one all the aspects it is able to assume, all those likewise that have 
been attributed to it, this upbringing, this origin, this ardor of these silences, 
this nobility or this vileness. But aspects cannot be added up. This very heart 
which is mine will forever remain indefinable to me. Between the certainty I 
have of my existence and the content I try to give to that assurance, the gap 
will never be filled. Forever I shall be a stranger to myself. . . . 

Hence the intelligence, too, tells me in its way that this world is 
absurd. . . . In this unintelligible and limited universe, man’s fate hence-forth 
assumes its meaning. A horde of irrationals has sprung up and surrounds 
him until his ultimate end. In his recovered and now studied lucidity, the 
feeling of the absurd becomes clear and definite. I said that the world is 
absurd, but I was too hasty. This world in itself is not reasonable, that is all 
that can be said. But what is absurd is the confrontation of this irrational and 
the wild longing for clarity whose call echoes in the human heart. The absurd 
depends as much on man as on the world. . . . 

Absurd Freedom

. . . I don’t know whether this world has a meaning that transcends it. But I 
know that I do not know that meaning and that it is impossible for me just 
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now to know it. What can a meaning outside my condition mean to me? I 
can understand only in human terms. What I touch, what resists me—that is 
what I understand. And these two certainties—my appetite for the absolute 
and for unity and the impossibility of reducing this world to a rational and 
reasonable principle—I also know that I cannot reconcile them. What other 
truth can I admit without lying, without bringing in a hope I lack and which 
means nothing within the limits of my condition?

If I were a tree among trees, a cat among animals, this life would have 
a meaning, or rather this problem would not rise, for I should belong to this 
world. I should be this world to which I am now opposed by my whole con-
sciousness and my whole insistence upon familiarity. This ridiculous reason 
is what sets me in opposition to all creation. I cannot cross it out with a stroke 
of the pen. What I believe to be true I must therefore preserve. What seems 
to me so obvious, even against me, I must support. And what constitutes 
the basis of that conflict, of that break between the world and my mind, but 
the awareness of it? If therefore I want to preserve it, I can through a con-
stant awareness, ever revived, ever alert. This is what, for the moment, I must 
remember. . . . 

Let us insist again on the method: it is a matter of persisting. At a cer-
tain point on his path the absurd man is tempted. History is not lacking in 
either religions or prophets, even without gods. He is asked to leap. All he 
can reply is that he doesn’t fully understand, that it is not obvious. Indeed, he 
does not want to do anything but what he fully understands. He is assured 
that this is the sin of pride, but he does not understand the notion of sin; that 
perhaps hell is in store, but he has not enough imagination to visualize that 
strange future; that he is losing immortal life, but that seems to him an idle 
consideration. An attempt is made to get him to admit his guilt. He feels in-
nocent. To tell the truth, that is all he feels—his irreparable innocence. This 
is what allows him everything. Hence, what he demands of himself is to live 
solely with what he knows, to accommodate himself to what is, and to bring 
in nothing that is not certain. He is told that nothing is. But this at least is a 
certainty. And it is with this that he is concerned: he wants to find out if it is 
possible to live without appeal. . . . 

Before encountering the absurd, the everyday man lives with aims, a 
 concern for the future or for justification (with regard to whom or what is 
not the question). He weighs his chances, he counts on “someday,” his retire-
ment or the labor of his sons. He still thinks that something in his life can be 
directed. In truth, he acts as if he were free, even if all the facts make a point of 
contradicting that liberty. But after the absurd, everything is upset. That idea 
that “I am,” my way of acting as if everything has a meaning (even if, on oc-
casion, I said that nothing has)—all that is given the lie in vertiginous fashion 
by the absurdity of a possible death. Thinking of the future, establishing aims 
for oneself, having preferences—all this presupposes a belief in freedom, even 
if one occasionally ascertains that one doesn’t feel it. But at that moment I am 
well aware that that higher liberty, that freedom to be, which alone can serve as 
basis for a truth, does not exist. Death is there as the only reality. . . . 
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But at the same time the absurd man realizes that hitherto he was bound 
to that postulate of freedom on the illusion of which he was living. In a cer-
tain sense, that hampered him. To the extent to which he imagined a purpose 
to his life, he adapted himself to the demands of a purpose to be achieved 
and became the slave of his liberty. Thus I could not act otherwise than as the 
father (or the engineer or the leader of a nation, or the post-office subclerk) 
that I am preparing to be. . . . 

The absurd enlightens me on this point: there is no future. Henceforth, 
this is the reason for my inner freedom. . . . 

But what does life mean in such a universe? Nothing else for the moment 
but indifference to the future and a desire to use up everything that is given. 
Belief in the meaning of life always implies a scale of values, a choice, our 
preferences. Belief in the absurd, according to our definitions, teaches the 
contrary. But this is worth examining.

Knowing whether or not one can live without appeal is all that interests 
me. I do not want to get out of my depth. This aspect of life being given me, 
can I adapt myself to it? Now, faced with this particular concern, belief in 
the absurd is tantamount to substituting the quantity of experiences for the 
quality. If I convince myself that this life has no other aspect than that of the 
absurd, if I feel that its whole equilibrium depends on that perpetual oppo-
sition between my conscious revolt and the darkness in which it struggles,  
if I admit that my freedom has no meaning except in relation to its limited 
fate, then I must say that what counts is not the best of living but the most 
 living. . . . 

For on the one hand the absurd teaches that all experiences are unim-
portant, and on the other it urges toward the greatest quantity of experi-
ences. How, then, can one fail to do as so many of those men I was speaking 
of earlier—choose the form of life that brings us the most possible of that 
human matter, thereby introducing a scale of values that on the other hand 
one claims to reject?

But again it is the absurd and its contradictory life that teaches us. For 
the mistake is thinking that that quantity of experiences depends on the cir-
cumstances of our life when it depends solely on us. Here we have to be over- 
simple. To two men living the same number of years, the world always 
provides the same sum of experiences. It is up to us to be conscious of them. 
Being aware of one’s life, one’s revolt, one’s freedom, and to the maximum, 
is living, and to the maximum. Where lucidity dominates, the scale of values 
becomes useless. . . . 

THE MYTH OF SISYPHUS

The gods had condemned Sisyphus to ceaselessly rolling a rock to the top of 
a mountain, whence the stone would fall back of its own weight. They had 
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thought with some reason that there is no more dreadful punishment than 
futile and hopeless labor.

If one believes Homer, Sisyphus was the wisest and most prudent of 
mortals. According to another tradition, however, he was disposed to prac-
tice the profession of highwayman. I see no contradiction in this. Opinions 
differ as to the reasons why he became the futile laborer of the underworld. 
To begin with, he is accused of a certain levity in regard to the gods. He stole 
their secrets. Ægina, the daughter of Æsopus, was carried off by Jupiter. The 
father was shocked by that disappearance and complained to Sisyphus. He, 
who knew of the abduction, offered to tell about it on condition that Æsopus 
would give water to the citadel of Corinth. To the celestial thunderbolts he 
preferred the benediction of water. He was punished for this in the under-
world. Homer tells us also that Sisyphus had put Death in chains. Pluto could 
not endure the sight of his deserted, silent empire. He dispatched the god of 
war, who liberated Death from the hands of her conqueror.

It is said also that Sisyphus, being near to death, rashly wanted to test his 
wife’s love. He ordered her to cast his unburied body into the middle of the 
public square. Sisyphus woke up in the underworld. And there, annoyed by 
an obedience so contrary to human love, he obtained from Pluto permission 
to return to earth in order to chastise his wife. But when he had seen again 
the face of this world, enjoyed water and sun, warm stones and the sea, he 
no longer wanted to go back to the infernal darkness. Recalls, signs of anger, 
warnings were of no avail. Many years more he lived facing the curve of 
the gulf, the sparkling sea, and the smiles of earth. A decree of the gods was 
necessary. Mercury came and seized the impudent man by the collar and, 
snatching him from his joys, led him forcibly back to the underworld, where 
his rock was ready for him.

You have already grasped that Sisyphus is the absurd hero. He is, as 
much through his passions as through his torture. His scorn of the gods, his 
hatred of death, and his passion for life won him that unspeakable penalty in 
which the whole being is exerted toward accomplishing nothing. This is the 
price that must be paid for the passions of this earth. Nothing is told us about 
Sisyphus in the underworld. Myths are made for the imagination to breath 
life into them. As for this myth, one sees merely the whole effort of a body 
straining to raise the huge stone, to roll it and push it up a slope a hundred 
times over; one sees the face screwed up, the cheek tight against the stone, 
the shoulder bracing the clay-covered mass, the foot wedging it, the fresh 
start with arms outstretched, the wholly human security of two earth-clotted 
hands. At the very end of his long effort measured by skyless space and time 
without depth, the purpose is achieved. Then Sisyphus watches the stone 
rush down in a few moments toward that lower world whence he will have 
to push it up again towards the summit. He goes back down to the plain.

It is during that return, that pause, that Sisyphus interests me. A face that 
toils so close to stones is already stone itself! I see that man going back down 
with a heavy yet measured stop toward that torment of which he will never 
know the end. That hour like a breathing-space which returns as surely as his 
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suffering, that is the hour of consciousness. At each of those moments when 
he leaves the heights and gradually sinks toward the lairs of the gods, he is 
superior to his fate. He is stronger than his rock.

If this myth is tragic, that is because its hero is conscious. Where would 
his torture be, indeed, if at every step the hope of succeeding upheld him? 
The workman of today works every day in his life at the same tasks, and this 
fate is no less absurd. But it is tragic only at the rare moments when it be-
comes conscious. Sisyphus, proletarian of the gods, powerless and rebellious, 
knows the whole extent of his wretched condition: it is what he thinks of 
during his descent. The lucidity that was to constitute his torture at the same 
time crowns his victory. There is no fate that cannot be surmounted by scorn.

If the descent is thus sometimes performed in sorrow, it can also take 
place in joy. This word is not too much. Again I fancy Sisyphus returning 
toward his rock, and the sorrow was in the beginning. When the images of 
earth cling too tightly to memory, when the call of happiness becomes too in-
sistent, it happens that melancholy rises in man’s heart: this is the rock’s vic-
tory, this is the rock itself. The boundless grief is too heavy to bear. These are 
our nights of Gethsemane. But crushing truths perish from being acknowl-
edged. Thus, Œdipus at the outset obeys fate without knowing it. But from 
the moment he knows, his tragedy begins. Yet at the same moment, blind 
and desperate, he realizes that the only bond linking him to the world is the 
cool hand of a girl. Then a tremendous remark rings out: “Despite so many 
ordeals, my advanced age and the nobility of my soul make me conclude 
that all is well.” Sophocles’ Œdipus, like Dostoevsky’s Kirilov, thus gives 
the recipe for the absurd victory. Ancient wisdom confirms modern heroism.

One does not discover the absurd without being tempted to write a 
manual of happiness. “What! by such narrow ways—?” There is but one 
world, however. Happiness and the absurd are two sons of the same earth. 
They are inseparable. It would be a mistake to say that happiness necessarily 
springs from the absurd discovery. It happens as well that the feeling of the 
absurd springs from happiness. “I conclude that all is well,” says Œdipus, 
and that remark is sacred. It echoes in the wild and limited universe of man. 
It teaches that all is not, has not been, exhausted. It drives out of this world a 
god who had come into it with dissatisfaction and a preference for futile suf-
ferings. It makes of fate a human matter, which must be settled among men.

All Sisyphus’ silent joy is contained therein. His fate belongs to him. His 
rock is his thing. Likewise, the absurd man, when he contemplates his tor-
ment, silences all the idols. In the universe suddenly restored to its silence, 
the myriad wondering little voices of the earth rise up. Unconscious, secret 
calls, invitations from all the faces, they are the necessary reverse and price of 
victory. There is no sun without shadow, and it is essential to know the night. 
The absurd man says yes and his effort will henceforth be unceasing. If there 
is a personal fate, there is no higher destiny, or at least there is but one which 
he concludes is inevitable and despicable. For the rest, he knows himself to be 
the master of his days. At that subtle moment when man glances backward 
over his life, Sisyphus returning toward his rock, in that slight pivoting he 
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contemplates that series of unrelated actions which becomes his fate, created 
by him, combined under his memory’s eye and soon sealed by his death. 
Thus, convinced of the wholly human origin of all that is human, a blind man 
eager to see who knows that the night has no end, he is still on the go. The 
rock is still rolling.

I leave Sisyphus at the foot of the mountain! One always finds one’s 
burden again. But Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity that negates the gods 
and raises rocks. He too concludes that all is well. This universe henceforth 
without a master seems to him neither sterile nor futile. Each atom of that 
stone, each mineral flake of that night-filled mountain, in itself forms a world. 
The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart. One 
must imagine Sisyphus happy.

NOTE

 1. From the point of view of the relative value of truth. On the other hand, from the 
point of view of virile behavior, this scholar’s fragility may well make us smile.
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E .  D .  K L E M K E

Living Without Appeal:  
An Affirmative 
Philosophy of Life

•

This paper was first read in the Last Lecture Series, at DePauw University, and was repeated, by 
request, three times. In a revised form, it was read as the Top Prof lecture at Roosevelt University. 
It was again revised for this volume.

From time to time, philosophers get together at congresses and symposia in 
which some philosophers read papers and others criticize and raise ques-
tions. To the layman, I am sure, the topics which are discussed seem highly 
technical and inaccessible, and the vocabulary used is, doubtless, unintel-
ligible. Indeed, if the ordinary man were to drop in on such meetings, he 
would, I suspect, find the proceedings to be either totally incomprehensible 
or the occasion for howling laughter. To give some indication of what I am 
referring to, I shall list the titles of some recent philosophical papers, many of 
which are acknowledged to be very important works:

The meaning of a word
Performative–constative
Negative existentials
Excluders
Reference and referents
Proper names
On referring
Parenthetical verbs
Bare particulars
Elementarism, independence, and ontology
The problem of counterfactual conditionals
Is existence a predicate?
Etc.
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Upon hearing (or reading) papers such as these, the ordinary man would 
probably exclaim “What’s this all got to do with philosophy?” And he would, 
no doubt, be in agreement with Kierkegaard, who once wrote:

What the philosophers say about Reality is often as disappointing as a sign 
you see in a shop window which reads: Pressing Done Here. If you brought 
your clothes to be pressed, you would be fooled; for the sign is only for sale. 
(Either/Or, v. 1, p. 31)

Now I have no quarrel with what goes on at these professional gather-
ings. I engage in such activities myself. I believe that most philosophical prob-
lems are highly technical and that the making of minute distinctions and the 
employment of a specialized vocabulary are essential for the solution of such 
problems. Philosophy here is in the same boat as any other discipline. For this 
reason, there is (and perhaps always will be) something aristocratic about the 
pursuit of philosophy, just as there is about the pursuit of theoretical physics 
or Peruvian excavation. The decriers of philosophy often overlook the fact that 
any discipline which amounts to more than a type of verbal diarrhea must 
proceed by making subtle distinctions, introducing technical terminology, and 
striving for as much rigor and precision as is possible. And the critics fail to see 
that, in philosophy as in other fields, by the very nature of the discipline, some 
problems will be somewhat rarified, and of interest mainly to the specialist.

On the other hand, I am inclined to think that the philosopher ought 
occasionally to leave the study, or the philosophical association lecture hall, 
or even the classroom, and, having shed his aristocratic garments, speak as 
a man among other men. For the philosopher is, after all, human too. Like 
other men, he eats, sleeps, makes love, drinks martinis (or perhaps cognac), 
gets the flu, files income tax, and even reads the newspapers. On such more 
democratic occasions, he ought to employ his analytical tools as diligently as 
ever. But he should select as his topic some issue which is of concern to all 
men, or at least most men, at some time in their lives. It is my hope that I have 
chosen such a topic for this essay.

The problem which I wish to discuss has been formulated in a single 
sentence by Camus (in The Myth of Sisyphus), which I take as a kind of “text.” 
The sentence to which I am referring is: “Knowing whether or not one can 
live without appeal is all that interests me.”1 I say that I take this as a kind of text 
because, as so often, Camus overstates the point. Thus I would not—and per-
haps most of us would not—say that, knowing whether or not one can live 
without appeal is all that interests me. But I believe that most of us would say 
that it certainly is one of those crucial problems which each man must con-
front as he tries to make sense of his life in this wondrously strange existence.

I

Prophets of doom and redemption seem to exist in almost every age, and 
ours is no exception. It is commonly held by many present-day thinkers, 
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scholars, and poets, that the current state of the world and of many of the 
individuals within it is one of disintegration and vacuity. As they see it: Men 
of our age grope for disrupting principles and loyalties, and often reveal a 
destructive tension, a lack of wholeness, or an acute anxiety. Whether or 
not this is a unique situation in history, as an account of the present state of 
things, such disintegration is commonly mentioned. And theorists in almost 
every discipline and pursuit have given analyses of the current predica- 
ment and offered solutions. For example, philosophers and theologians 
(Jaspers, Marcel, Swenson, Tillich, Schweitzer, Niebuhr), scientists and 
scientific writers (Einstein, DeNuoy), sociologists (Sorokin), historians 
(Butterfield), among others, have waved warning signs, sometimes in a last 
effort to “save civilization from utter destruction.” I would like to consider 
some points which are held in common by many of these writers (and others 
whom I have not indicated) and then to comment about those views. In this 
section, I shall state the common core of this position. In the next section, 
I shall make my comments and show that there is another genuine alternative.

According to many of the above writers (and others whom I have not 
mentioned), our age is one in which a major catastrophe has taken place. 
This has been designated as an increasing lack of a determining principle, the 
 severing of a determining bond, the loss of a determining passion, or the rejec-
tion of a determining ultimate. What is the nature of this ultimate? It has been 
described as a principle by which finite forces are held in equilibrium, a bond 
which relates all horizontally functioning powers vertically to a realm beyond 
the finite. It is said to be a unifying and controlling power by which the varied 
inclinations, desires, and aims of an individual may be kept in balance. It is 
characterized as an agency which removes those oppositions and dichotomies 
which tend to destroy human selfhood. It has been held, by writers such as the 
above, to be a transcendent and unconditional ultimate, the one indispensable 
factor for the attainment of a meaningful and worthwhile existence. In their view, 
in order to prevent the destruction of individuals and cultures, and to provide 
a sense of direction and wholeness, the awareness of and relationship to such 
an ultimate are absolutely necessary.

Many of the writers have noted that, not only in intellectual circles, but 
at a much wider level, many individuals are increasingly refusing to accept 
the reality of this controlling ultimate. As they see it, such individuals have 
either remained content with a kind of vacuum in “the dimension of the spiri-
tual,” or they have “transvaluated and exalted immanent, finite forces” into 
a substitute for the transcendent. Men have tried—say these writers—to find 
equilibrium and unity through “natural,” non-authoritative, self-regulating, 
temporal aims and principles, which they hold to be capable of an innate 
 self-integration which requires no outside aid. According to these writers, 
this hope is futile, for as soon as reliance upon the transcendent ultimate 
ceases, disintegration results. Only when finite relationships, processes, and 
forces are referred back to a transhistorical order can integration, wholeness, 
meaning, and purpose be achieved. As long as men lack confidence in, or 
sever the bond to, the transcendent, their accomplishments and goals, no 
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matter how noble or worthy, can have no final consistency or solidity. Rather, 
their efforts are mere remnants of an “atrophied world,” shut up within the 
realm of immanence, intoxicated with itself, lured by “phantasms and idola-
trous forces.”

According to this view, the integrity of the individual is today threat-
ened by the loss of belief in the transcendent ultimate and its replacement by 
a “devitalized” and “perverse” confidence in the all-sufficiency of the finite. 
The only remedy, we are told, is the recognition of the determining regula-
tion of a dimension beyond the fleeting pace of the temporal world, by which 
alone existence can have worth and value.

At this point, one might be tempted to ask several questions of these 
writers:

(1) “Even if the above characterization of the world has some truth, 
must one look to transcendentalism as the remedy? Cannot a ‘natural’ phi-
losophy or principle help us?”

The usual answer is: No. All naturalistic views reduce existence to mere 
finite centers and relationships. But all of these finite agencies are condi-
tioned by others. All are therefore transitory and unstable. None can become 
a determining ultimate. Only a transcendent ultimate is capable of sustaining 
the kind of faith which gives human existence meaning and value.

(2) “But isn’t this supernaturalism all over again? And doesn’t it (as 
usual) imply either an unbridgeable gulf between the finite and the infinite 
or an external control or suppression of the finite by the so-called infinite?”

The customary reply is that this view may indeed be called supernatu-
ralism. But (we are told) this does not imply the impossibility of any associa-
tion of the finite and the infinite. For the ultimate, according to these  writers, 
is not transcendent in the sense of being totally isolated from the finite,  
but, rather, is operative within the natural world. Furthermore (so the reply 
goes), the existence of a transcendent order does not entail either external 
control or suppression of the finite. It merely implies a human receptivity to a 
non- natural realm. That is, human achievement and value result from the im-
pingement of the infinite upon the finite in moments of kairos, providing full-
ness and meaning but not at the price of denying the human activity which is 
involved. There always remains the awareness that the human  subject is in a 
personal relation to another subject, a relation of supreme importance.

(3) “And how does one come to this relation?”
Perhaps mainly (say many of these writers) through suffering and 

sorrow, through a sense of sin and despair. When an individual sees that all 
finite centers and loyalties are fleeting and incapable of being lasting objects 
of faith, then he will renounce all previous efforts in despair, repent in hu-
mility, and gratefully make the movement of faith by which alone his life can 
become meaningful and worthwhile.

This, then, is the view which I propose to comment on. It is an all-
or-nothing position. Its central thesis is that of a transcendent ultimate of 
absolute supremacy, which reigns over all finite things and powers, and 
which alone is capable of providing meaning and worth to human existence. Finite, 
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historical centers can at best bring temporary assistance. They all wither with 
time and circumstances. Only when men turn from the finite to the infinite 
can they find (in the words of Kierkegaard) a hope and anticipation of the 
eternal which holds together all the “cleavages of existence.”

II

I shall refer to the above view (which I have tried to portray justly) as tran-
scendentalism. It contains three component theses. These are:

(1)  There exists a transcendent being or ultimate with which man can 
enter into some sort of relation.

(2)  Without such a transcendent ultimate, and the relation of faith to it, 
human life lacks meaning, purpose, and integration.

(3)  Without such meaning or integration, human life is not worthwhile.

It is necessary to comment upon all three of these points.

(1) First, the thesis that there exists such a transcendent ultimate or 
power. I assume that those who assert the existence of a transcendent being 
intend their assertion to be a cognitive one. That is, they claim to be saying 
something which states a fact and which is capable of being either true or 
false. Thus they would not admit that their claim is merely an expression of 
feelings or attitudes. I also assume that those who make this assertion intend 
their statement to be interpreted literally. That is, they mean to say that the 
transcendent really exists. The transcendent presumably does not exist in 
the same sense in which Santa Claus may be said to “exist.” These persons 
would, I assume, hold that the transcendent exists in actuality, although it 
may not exist in any empirical sense.

I ask: What reasons are there for holding that such an entity as the tran-
scendent exists? I take it that I do not have to linger on such an answer as the 
testimony of a sacred book. The fact that the Bible or any other sacred writing 
asserts the existence of a transcendent is no more evidential to the existence of 
such a being than it is to the non-existence. All that a scriptural writing proves 
is that someone believed that a transcendent ultimate exists. And that is not at 
all the same as showing that such a being actually exists. The same may be 
said for the testimony of some unusual person—Moses, Jesus, Mohammed, 
etc. Furthermore, the fact that the testimony is made by a large number of 
persons does not substantiate the view. An impartial reading of history often 
shows that, on major issues, the majority is almost always wrong.

I also shall not linger on the traditional arguments for the existence 
of a god: The ontological, cosmological, teleological arguments, etc. Many 
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theologians themselves now acknowledge that these are not so much argu-
ments for the existence of such a being as they are explications of the affir-
mation of faith. Therefore, the fact that a certain segment of the universe is 
orderly, that it exhibits beauty, that it shows an adaptation of means to ends 
does not in any way provide evidence that there is one who orders, beauti-
fies, and adapts.

Arguments from religious experience are also unconvincing. Due to 
their lack of intersubjective testability, the most that such arguments can 
demonstrate is that someone has had an unusual experience. They do not 
provide any evidence that the object of such an experience exists. That object 
may, of course, exist. But the occurrence of such an experience does not verify 
the existence of an actual, rather than imaginary, object. Suppose that, while 
a dentist is drilling my tooth, I have an experience of a blinding light or an 
unusual voice. I do not take this to be an adequate reason for saying that I 
know that I have now communed with the Absolute. I trust that you do not 
do so either.

What evidence, then, is there for the existence of a transcendent? I submit 
that there is none. And my reading of religious writings and my conversations 
with many of those who maintain the existence of the transcendent lead me 
to affirm that they also would agree that there is none. For they hold that the 
existence of the transcendent (although a cognitive claim) is apprehended, 
not in a cognitive relationship but in the relationship of faith.

Thus in the usual sense of the term “evidence,” there seems to be no evi-
dence for the existence of a transcendent ultimate. Why, then, should I accept 
such a claim? After all, throughout the rest of my philosophical activity and 
throughout my normal, everyday activities, I constantly rely upon criteria 
of evidence before accepting a cognitive claim. I emphasize that this holds 
for my everyday life and not merely for any philosophical or scientific beliefs 
which I may entertain. Not only do I accept or reject (say) the Principle of 
Rectilinear Propagation of Light because of evidence, I also ask for evidence 
in order to substantiate such simple claims as “The stylus in my stereo tone 
arm is defective,” or “Jones eloped with his secretary.”

It is clear that both believers and non-believers share this desire 
for evidence with me. At least, believers agree up to the point of the 
 transcendent-claim. If I reject this claim because of lack of evidence, I do not 
think that I can be justly accused of being an extremist. Rather, I should be 
commended for my consistency!

The transcendentalist will reply: “But the usual criteria do not apply in 
this case. They work only for natural entities. The transcendent is not a natu-
ral being.” I answer: Then the only reasonable procedure seems to be that of 
suspending my judgment, for I do not know of any non-natural criteria. The 
transcendentalist replies: “No, merely suspending your judgment implies 
that you think that some evidence might eventually be found. We are in a 
different dimension here. An act of faith is required.”

I reply with two points: (a) In its normal usage, the term “faith” still im-
plies evidence and reasons. Why do I have faith in Smith, but not in Jones? 
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Obviously because of reasons. I do not have faith in people haphazardly and 
without evidence. (b) If I am told that faith in the transcendent is not faith in 
the normal sense, but a special act of commitment, then I can only honestly 
reply: I have no need for such faith. The transcendentalist retorts: “Ah, but you 
do, for only through faith in the transcendent can life have meaning; and 
surely you seek a life that is significant and worthwhile.” And this leads us 
to the second thesis.

(2) The transcendentalist claims that without the transcendent and faith 
in the transcendent, human existence is without meaning, purpose, integration. 
Is this true? And if true in some sense, what follows?

(A) Let us take meaning first. Is there any reason to believe that without 
the existence of the transcendent, life has no meaning? That is, does the exis-
tence of meaning presuppose the existence of the transcendent?

It is necessary to distinguish between objective meaning and subjective 
meaning. An objective meaning, if there were such, would be one which is 
either structurally part of the universe, apart from human subjective evalua-
tion; or dependent upon some external agency other than human evaluation. 
Two comments are in order: (i) If the notion of objective meaning is a plau-
sible one, then I see no reason why it must be tied up with the existence 
of a transcendent being, for it certainly is not self-contradictory to hold that 
an objective meaning could conceivably exist even though a transcendent 
being did not. That is, the two concepts of “transcendent being” and “objec-
tive meaning” are not logically related in the way in which the two concepts 
“three” and “odd” (for example) are related. (ii) But, more fundamental, I 
find the notion of an objective meaning as difficult to accept as I do the notion 
of a transcendent being. Therefore I cannot rely upon the acceptance of objec-
tive meaning in order to substantiate the existence of the transcendent.

Further comment is needed on this point. It seems to me that there is no 
shred of evidence for the existence of an objective meaning in the universe. 
If I were to characterize the universe, attempting to give a complete descrip-
tion, I would do so in terms of matter in motion, or energy, or forces such as 
gravitation, or events, etc. Such a description is neutral. It can have no non-
descriptive components. The same holds for a description of any segment 
of the universe. Kepler, for example, was entitled to say that the paths of 
the planets are elliptical, etc. But he was not entitled to say that this motion 
exhibits some fundamental, objective purpose more so than some other type 
of motion would. From the standpoint of present evidence, evaluational 
components such as meaning or purpose are not to be found in the universe 
as objective aspects of it. Such values are the result of human evaluation. 
With respect to them, we must say that the universe is valueless; it is we who 
evaluate, upon the basis of our subjective preferences. Hence, we do not dis-
cover values such as meaning to be inherent within the universe. Rather, we 
“impose” such values upon the universe.

When the transcendentalist holds that, without the transcendent, no ob-
jective meaning for human existence is possible, he assumes that the no tion 
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of an objective meaning is an intelligible one. But if one can show, as I believe 
one can, that the idea of objective meaning is an implausible one, then his 
argument has no point. In no way does it give even the slightest evidence for 
the existence of a transcendent ultimate.

However, it is possible that some transcendentalist would want to take 
a different position here. There are at least two alternatives which he might 
hold.

(i) The transcendentalist might agree that there is no objective meaning in 
the universe, that meaning is a function of human subjectivity. His point now 
is that subjective meaning is found if and only if there exists a transcendent. 
I reply with two points (1) This is a grandiose generalization, which might 
wow an imbecile but not anyone of normal intelligence, and, like most such 
generalizations, it is false. (I shall return to this point in connection with the 
transcendentalist’s third thesis.) (2) The meaning which the transcendentalist 
here affirms cannot be subjective meaning, for it is dependent upon some ex-
ternal, non-human factor, namely, the existence of the transcendent. This sort 
of meaning is not a function of human subjectivity. Thus we are back where 
we were. The transcendentalist’s views about meaning do not provide any 
evidence at all for the existence of a transcendent ultimate.

(ii) I mentioned that the transcendentalist may take a second alternative. 
He might want to hold: “Of course, the fact of meaning in human existence does 
not in any way prove, demonstratively or with probability, that there is a tran-
scendent being. Therefore, I won’t say that meaning in life is impossible unless 
the transcendent exists. I will merely say that one cannot find meaning unless one 
has faith in the transcendent. The fact of meaning testifies to the necessity of faith.”

I reply again with two points. (1) This generalization is also false. I know 
of many humans who have found a meaningful existence without faith in 
the transcendent. (2) However, even if this statement were true—even if 
heretofore not a single human being had found meaning in his life without 
faith in the transcendent—I should reject such meaning and search for some other 
kind. To me, the price which the transcendentalist pays for his meaning is 
too dear. If I am to find any meaning in life, I must attempt to find it without 
the aid of crutches, illusory hopes, and incredulous beliefs and aspirations. I 
am perfectly willing to admit that I may not find any meaning at all (although 
I think I can, even if it is not of the noble variety of which the transcenden-
talist speaks). But at least I must try to find it on my own. And this much I 
know: I can strive for a meaning only if it is one which is within the range of 
my comprehension as an inquiring, rational man. A meaning which is tied 
to some transcendent entity—or to faith in such—is not intelligible to me. 
Again, I here maintain what I hold throughout the rest of my existence, both 
philosophically and simply as a living person. I can accept only what is com-
prehensible to me, i.e., that which is within the province of actual or possible 
experience, or that for which I find some sound reasons or evidence. Upon 
these grounds, I must reject any notion of meaning which is bound with the 
necessity of faith in some mysterious, utterly unknowable entity. If my life 
should turn out to be less happy thereby, then I shall have to endure it as 
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such. As Shaw once said: “The fact that a believer is happier than a skeptic is 
no more to the point than the fact that a drunken man is happier than a sober 
one. The happiness of credulity is a cheap and dangerous quality.”

(B) I shall not say much about the transcendentalist’s claim that, with-
out the transcendent, or without faith in it, human existence is purposeless. 
For if I were to reply in detail, I should do so in about the same manner as I 
did with respect to the matter of meaning. An objective purpose is as difficult 
to detect in the universe as an objective meaning. Hence, again, one cannot 
argue that there must be a transcendent or that faith in such is necessary.

(C) What about the transcendentalist’s claim that, without the transcen-
dent, or, without faith in the transcendent, no integration is possible?

(i) In one sense of the term, this assertion, too, is obviously false. There 
are many persons who have attained what might be called psychological in-
tegration, i.e., self-integration, integration of personality, etc., without faith 
in the transcendent. I know of dozens of people whose lives are integrated in 
this sense, yet have no transcendental commitments.

(ii) But perhaps the transcendentalist means something much more fun-
damental than this psychological thesis by his claim. Perhaps he is making 
some sort of metaphysical assertion—a statement about man and his place in 
the universe. Thus his assertion must be taken to mean that metaphysical inte-
gration is not achievable without the transcendent or without faith in it. Like 
Kierkegaard, he holds that the cleavages of existence cannot be held together 
without the transcendent. What shall we say to this interpretation?

I am not sure that I understand what such integration is supposed to be. 
But insofar as I do, it seems to me that it is not possible. I am willing to admit 
that, if such integration were achievable, it might perhaps be attained only 
by virtue of something transcendent. But I find no conclusive or even reason-
able evidence that such integration has been achieved either by believers in 
the transcendent or by non-believers. Hence one cannot infer that there is a 
transcendent ultimate or that faith in such an entity is necessary.

What about the mystics? you ask. It would be silly for me to say that 
the mystics have not experienced something very unusual which they have 
interpreted as some sort of unity with the universe, or whatever it may be. 
They may, indeed, have felt that, at rare moments, they were “swallowed up 
in the infinite ocean of being,” to quote James. But again, peculiar and non-
intersubjectively testable experiences are not reliable evidence for any truth-
claim. Besides, suppose that the mystics had occasionally achieved such unity 
with the universe. Still, this is somewhat irrelevant. For the point is, that I, 
and many beings like myself (perhaps most of you), have not been favored 
with such experiences. In fact, it appears that most people who have faith in 
the transcendent have not had such experiences. This is precisely why they 
have faith. If they had complete certainty, no faith would be needed. Thus 
faith itself does not seem to be enough for the achievement of integration; 
and if integration were obtained, faith would be unnecessary. Hence the tran-
scendentalist’s view that integration is achieved via faith in the transcendent 
is questionable.
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But even if this last thesis were true, it does me no good. Once again, I 
cannot place my faith in an unknown X, in that which is incomprehensible to 
me. Hence I must accept the fact that, for me, life will remain without objec-
tive meaning, without purpose, and without metaphysical integration. And 
I must go on from there. Rather than crying for the moon, my task must be, as 
Camus said, to know whether or not one can live without appeal.

(3) This leads us to the transcendentalist’s third (and most crucial) 
thesis: That without meaning, purpose, and integration, life is not worthwhile. 
From which he draws the conclusion that without a transcendent or faith in  
it, life is not worthwhile. I shall deal only with the claim that without meaning, 
life is not worthwhile. Similar comments could be made regarding purpose 
and integration.

If the transcendentalist’s claim sounds plausible at all, it is only because 
he continues to confuse objective meaning with subjective meaning. It is true 
that life has no objective meaning. Let us face it once and for all. But from 
this it does not follow that life is not worthwhile, for it can still be subjectively 
meaningful. And, really, the latter is the only kind of meaning worth shout-
ing about. An objective meaning—that is, one which is inherent within the 
universe or dependent upon external agencies—would, frankly, leave me 
cold. It would not be mine. It would be an outer, neutral thing, rather than 
an inner, dynamic achievement. I, for one, am glad that the universe has no 
meaning, for thereby is man all the more glorious. I willingly accept the fact 
that external meaning is non-existent (or if existent, certainly not apparent), 
for this leaves me free to forge my own meaning. The extent of my creativity 
and thereby my success in this undertaking depends partly on the richness 
of my own psyche. There are some persons whose subjectivity is poor and 
wretched. Once they give up the search for objective meaning, they may per-
haps have a difficult time in finding life to be worthwhile. Such is the fate 
of the impoverished. But those whose subjectivity is enlarged—rationally, 
esthetically, sensually, passionally—may find life to be worthwhile by means 
of their creative activity of subjective evaluation, in which a neutral universe 
takes on color and light, darkness and shadow, becomes now a source of 
profound joy, now a cause for deep sorrow.

What are some ways by which such worthwhileness can be found? I can 
speak only for myself. I have found subjective meaning through such things 
as knowledge, art, love, and work. Even though I realize that complete and per-
fect knowledge of matters of fact is not attainable, this does not lessen my 
enthusiasm to know and to understand. Such pursuits may have no practical 
utility; they are not thereby any less significant. To know about the nature of 
necessary truth or the probable structure of the atom is intrinsically fascinat-
ing, to me. And what a wealth of material lies in the arts. A Bach fugue, a 
Vlaminck painting, a Dostoevsky novel; life is intensely enriched by things 
such as these. And one must not neglect mention of one’s relationships of 
friendship and love. Fragmentary and imperfect as these often are, they nev-
ertheless provide us with some of our most heightened moments of joy and 
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value. Finally, of all of the ways which I listed, none is more significant and 
constantly sustaining to me than work. There have been times when I, like 
many others, no doubt, have suffered some tragedy which seemed unendur-
able. Every time, it has been my work that has pulled me through.

In short, even if life has no meaning, in an external, objective sense, this 
does not lead to the conclusion that it is not worth living, as the transcenden-
talist naively but dogmatically assumes. On the contrary, this fact opens up 
a greater field of almost infinite possibilities. For as long as I am conscious, 
I shall have the capacity with which to endow events, objects, persons, and 
achievements with value. Ultimately, it is through my consciousness and it 
alone that worth or value are obtained. Through consciousness, the scraping 
of horses’ tails on cats’ bowels (to use James’ phrase) become the beautiful 
and melodic lines of a Beethoven string quartet. Through consciousness, a 
pile of rock can become the memorable Mount Alten which one has climbed 
and upon which one almost perished. Through consciousness, the arrange-
ments of Ps and Qs on paper can become the symbols of the formal beauty 
and certain truth of the realm of mathematical logic. Through consciousness, 
the gift of a carved little piece of wood, left at one’s door by a friend, can 
become a priceless treasure. Yes, it is a vital and sensitive consciousness that 
counts. Thus there is a sense in which it is true, as many thinkers and artists 
have reminded us, that everything begins with my consciousness, and noth-
ing has any worth except through my consciousness.

III

I shall conclude with an ancient story. “Once a man from Syria led a camel 
through the desert; but when he came to a dark abyss, the camel suddenly, 
with teeth showing and eyes protruding, pushed the unsuspecting paragon 
of the camel-driving profession into the pit. The clothes of the Syrian were 
caught by a rosebush, and he was held suspended over the pit, at the bottom 
of which an enormous dragon was waiting to swallow him. Moreover, two 
mice were busily engaged in chewing away the roots of the already sagging 
plant. Yet, in this desperate condition, the Syrian was thralled to the point 
of utmost contentment by a rose which adorned the bush and wafted its fra-
grance into his face.”2

I find this parable most illuminating. We are all men hanging on the 
thread of a few rapidly vanishing years over the bottomless pit of death, de-
struction, and nothingness. Those objective facts are starkly real. Let us not 
try to disguise them. Yet I find it marvelously interesting that man’s con-
sciousness, his reason and his passion, can elevate these routine, objective, 
external events, in a moment of lucidity and feeling, to the status of a per-
sonally appropriated ideal—an ideal which does not annul those objective 
facts, but which reinterprets them and clothes them with the apparel of man’s 
subjectivity.
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It is time, once again, to speak personally. What your situation is, I cannot 
say. But I know that I am that Syrian, and that I am hanging over the pit. My 
doom is inevitable and swiftly approaching. If, in these few moments that are 
yet mine, I can find no rose to respond to, or rather, if I have lost the ability to 
respond, then I shall moan and curse my fate with a howl of bitter agony. But 
if I can, in these last moments, respond to a rose—or to a philosophical argu-
ment or theory of physics, or to a Scarlatti sonata, or to the touch of a human 
hand—I say, if I can so respond and can thereby transform an external and 
fatal event into a moment of conscious insight and significance, then I shall 
go down without hope or appeal yet passionately triumphant and with joy.

NOTES

1. A. Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, tr. by J. O’Brien (New York: Vintage Books, 1959), 
p. 45.
2. R. Hertz, Chance and Symbol (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1948), pp. 142–143. 
Another version of this parable appears in Tolstoy’s My Confession.
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Meaning in Life

•

From “Happiness and Meaning: Two Aspects of the Good Life,” Social Philosophy & Policy, 
Vol. 24, 1997. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press.

A meaningful life is, first of all, one that has within it the basis for an affirma-
tive answer to the needs or longings that are characteristically described as 
needs for meaning. I have in mind, for example, the sort of questions people 
ask on their deathbeds, or simply in contemplation of their eventual deaths, 
about whether their lives have been (or are) worth living, whether they have 
had any point, and the sort of questions one asks when considering suicide 
and wondering whether one has any reason to go on. These questions are 
familiar from Russian novels and existentialist philosophy, if not from per-
sonal experience. Though they arise most poignantly in times of crisis and 
intense emotion, they also have their place in moments of calm reflection, 
when considering important life choices. Moreover, paradigms of what 
are taken to be meaningful and meaningless lives in our culture are read-
ily available. Lives of great moral or intellectual accomplishment—Gandhi, 
Mother Teresa, Albert Einstein—come to mind as unquestionably meaning-
ful lives (if any are); lives of waste and isolation—Thoreau’s “lives of quiet 
desperation,” typically anonymous to the rest of us, and the mythical figure 
of Sisyphus—represent meaninglessness.

To what general characteristics of meaningfulness do these images lead 
us and how do they provide an answer to the longings mentioned above? 
Roughly, I would say that meaningful lives are lives of active engagement 
in projects of worth. Of course, a good deal needs to be said in elaboration 
of this statement. Let me begin by discussing the two key phrases, “active 
engagement” and “projects of worth.”

A person is actively engaged by something if she is gripped, excited, 
involved by it. Most obviously, we are actively engaged by the things and 
people about which and whom we are passionate. Opposites of active en-
gagement are boredom and alienation. To be actively engaged in  something 
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is not always pleasant in the ordinary sense of the word. Activities in which 
people are actively engaged frequently involve stress, danger, exertion, or 
sorrow (consider, for example: writing a book, climbing a mountain, training 
for a marathon, caring for an ailing friend). However, there is something good 
about the feeling of engagement: one feels (typically without thinking about 
it) especially alive.

That a meaningful life must involve “projects of worth” will, I expect, be 
more controversial, for the phrase hints of a commitment to some sort of ob-
jective value. This is not accidental, for I believe that the idea of meaningful-
ness, and the concern that our lives possess it, are conceptually linked to such 
a commitment.1 lndeed, it is this linkage that I want to defend, for I have nei-
ther a philosophical theory of what objective value is nor a substantive theory 
about what has this sort of value. What is clear to me is that there can be no 
sense to the idea of meaningfulness without a distinction between more and 
less worthwhile ways to spend one’s time, where the test of worth is at least 
partly independent of a subject’s ungrounded preferences or enjoyment.

Consider first the longings or concerns about meaning that people have, 
their wondering whether their lives are meaningful, their vows to add more 
meaning to their lives. The sense of these concerns and resolves cannot fully 
be captured by an account in which what one does with one’s life doesn’t 
matter, as long as one enjoys or prefers it. Sometimes people have concerns 
about meaning despite their knowledge that their lives to date have been 
 satisfying. Indeed, their enjoyment and “active engagement” with activities 
and values they now see as shallow seems only to heighten the sense of mean-
inglessness that comes to afflict them. Their sense that their lives so far have 
been meaningless cannot be a sense that their activities have not been chosen 
or fun. When they look for sources of meaning or ways to add  meaning to 
their lives, they are searching for projects whose justifications lie elsewhere.

Second, we need an explanation for why certain sorts of activities and 
involvements come to mind as contributors to meaningfulness while others 
seem intuitively inappropriate. Think about what gives meaning to your own 
life and the lives of your friends and acquaintances. Among the things that 
tend to come up on such lists, I have already mentioned moral and intellectual 
accomplishments and the ongoing activities that lead to them. Relationships 
with friends and relatives are perhaps even more important for most of us. 
Aesthetic enterprises (both creative and appreciative), the cultivation of per-
sonal virtues, and religious practices frequently loom large. By contrast, it 
would be odd, if not bizarre, to think of crossword puzzles, sitcoms, or the 
kind of computer games to which I am fighting off addiction as providing 
meaning in our lives, though there is no question that they afford a sort of sat-
isfaction and that they are the objects of choice. Some things, such as chocolate 
and aerobics class, I choose even at considerable cost to myself (it is irrelevant 
that these particular choices may be related); so I must find them worthwhile 
in a sense. But they are not the sorts of things that make life worth living.2 

“Active engagement in projects of worth,” I suggest, answers to the 
needs an account of meaningfulness in life must meet. If a person is or has 
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been thus actively engaged, then she does have an answer to the question of 
whether her life is or has been worthwhile, whether it has or has had a point. 
When someone looks for ways to add meaning to her life, she is looking 
(though perhaps not under this description) for worthwhile projects about 
which she can get enthused. The account also explains why some activities 
and projects but not others come to mind as contributors to meaning in life. 
Some projects, or at any rate, particular acts, are worthwhile but too boring 
or mechanical to be sources of meaning. People do not get meaning from 
recycling or from writing checks to Oxfam and the ACLU. Other acts and ac-
tivities, though highly pleasurable and deeply involving, like riding a roller 
coaster or meeting a movie star, do not seem to have the right kind of value 
to contribute to meaning.

Bernard Williams once distinguished categorical desires from the rest. 
Categorical desires give us reasons for living—they are not premised on the 
assumption that we will live. The sorts of things that give meaning to life tend 
to be objects of categorical desire. We desire them, at least so I would suggest, 
because we think them worthwhile. They are not worthwhile simply because 
we desire them or simply because they make our lives more pleasant.

Roughly, then, according to my proposal, a meaningful life must sat-
isfy two criteria, suitably linked. First, there must be active engagement, 
and second, it must be engagement in (or with) projects of worth. A life 
is meaningless if it lacks active engagement with anything. 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 per-
forming functions of worth. A housewife and mother, a doctor, or a bus-
driver may be competently doing a socially valuable job, but because she is 
not engaged by her work (or, as we are assuming, by anything else in her 
life), she has no categorical desires that give her a reason to live. At the same 
time, someone who is actively engaged may also live a meaningless life, if 
the objects of her involvement are utterly worthless. It is difficult to come 
up with examples of such lives that will be uncontroversial without being 
bizarre. But both bizarre and controversial examples have their place. In 
the bizarre category, we might consider pathological cases: someone whose 
sole passion in life is collecting rubber bands, or memorizing the diction-
ary, or making handwritten copies of War and Peace. Controversial cases 
will include the corporate lawyer who sacrifices her private life and health 
for success along the professional ladder, the devotee of a religious cult, 
or—an example offered by Wiggins3—the pig farmer who buys more land 
to grow more corn to feed more pigs to buy more land to grow more corn 
to feed more pigs.

We may summarize my proposal in terms of a slogan: “Meaning arises 
when subjective attraction meets objective attractiveness.” The idea is that 
in a world in which some things are more worthwhile than others, mean-
ing arises when a subject discovers or develops an affinity for one or typi-
cally several of the more worthwhile things and has and makes use of the 
 opportunity to engage with it or them in a positive way.
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NOTES

1. This point is made by David Wiggins in his brilliant but difficult essay “Truth, 
Invention, and the Meaning of Life,” Proceedings of the British Academy, vol. 62 (1976).
2. Woody Allen appears to have a different view. His list of the things that make 
life worth living at the end of Manhattan includes, for example “the crabs at Sam 
Woo’s,” which would seem to be on the level of chocolates. On the other hand, the 
crabs’ appearance on the list may be taken to show that he regards the dish as an ac-
complishment meriting aesthetic appreciation, where such appreciation is a worthy 
activity in itself; in this respect, the crabs might be akin to other items on his list such 
as the second movement of the Jupiter Symphony, Louis Armstrong’s recording of 
“Potatohead Blues,” and “those apples and pears of Cèzanne.” Strictly speaking, the 
appreciation of great chocolate might also qualify as such an activity.
3. See Wiggins, “Truth, Invention, and the Meaning of Life,” p. 342.
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The Significance of 
Doomsday

•

From Susan Wolf, “The Significance of Doomsday,” in Samuel Scheffler, Death & the Afterlife, 
Oxford University Press, 2013. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.

As Scheffler reminds us, . . . when the nerdy protagonist in Woody Allen’s 
film Annie Hall was in grade school, his mother took him to a doctor because 
he was refusing to do his homework on the grounds that the universe is ex-
panding and will someday break apart. . . . According to Scheffler’s analy-
sis, the scene is funny not only because of Alvy’s precocity but also because 
he takes an event so far distant in the future to be a reason not to do his 
homework. As Scheffler reminds us, the doctor attempts to reassure Alvy by 
saying that won’t happen for “billions of years.”

As an aside, it may be worth mentioning that, even if it’s true that the 
earth’s exploding won’t occur for billions of years, we can expect that our 
species’ extinc tion will come much, much earlier than that. According to the 
biologist Ernst Mayr, the average life of a species is 100,000 years, and we 
have already existed about that long. So, we should not expect to go on for 
another billion years or even another 100,000. Not even close.

But let us return to Alvy’s concern and Scheffler’s response. According 
to Scheffler, it is simply a datum that in general we do not respond to our 
recognition that the earth will someday be destroyed with angst or nihilism 
or ennui. But, he concedes, “if the universe were going to end soon after the 
end of his own natural life, then . . . Alvy might have a point.” I doubt that 
the precocious Alvy would be satisfied by this response. The fact that people 
don’t get upset by the prospect of our eventual extinction does not mean 
that they shouldn’t. “If I would have a point in refusing to do my homework 
under the doomsday scenario,” Alvy might insist, “why don’t I have a point 
anyway?” It seems to me that Alvy is within his rights, at least within the 
seminar room, to ask for more of an answer.

In fact, the more I think about Alvy’s question, . . . the less confident 
I am that it is answerable. For if Alvy would be justified in not doing his 
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homework if the doomsday scenario were true, this would presumably be 
because, as Scheffler suggests, humanity must have a future—and indeed a 
future of more than thirty days—if anything (that could give Alvy a reason 
to do his homework) is to matter. But why would this be true? If the answer 
were that in order for anything to matter, it would have to make a perma-
nent difference to the world, then Alvy’s resistance to homework would be 
justified by the fact that the earth would explode in a billion years. If it is 
suggested instead that for anything to matter, it would have to make a long-
lasting but not permanent difference (or, perhaps better, a difference to a 
long-lasting but not permanent community), then one might point out that 
from a cosmic perspective, even a billion years (much less 100,000) is not 
really “long-lasting.”

Happily, though, we can also run this puzzle the other way: If the fact 
that humans will eventually die out does not render dancing the tango (or 
walking in the woods or writing a philosophy lecture) meaningless today, 
why should the fact that we will die out in thirty or fifty or a hundred years 
render it meaningless either? Though I acknowledge the possibility that 
wish-fulfillment is distorting my reason ing powers, I have to say that I find 
the rational pull coming from this direction fairly persuasive. That is, since 
the eventual extinction of humanity does not render our current efforts at 
creating beauty, gaining wisdom, and helping each other val ueless, neither 
does, or would or should, our more imminent extinction. Probably we would 
be initially disoriented, unsettled, and depressed by the falsification of so 
major an assumption that we have until now taken for granted. But just as we 
are disoriented, unsettled, and depressed by the loss of our life’s savings or 
the unex pected death of a loved one—or to offer a closer analogy, just as we 
are disoriented, unsettled, and depressed by the loss of faith in a benevolent 
God and a personal afterlife—we should, at least as a community, eventually, 
snap out of it and get back to our lives and our world. According to this line 
of thought, then, if we came to believe that our extinction was imminent, it 
would be more reasonable to resist the initial tendency to grow detached, ap-
athetic, and depressed than to give in to it. Such reasoning, over time, ought 
to bring back the meaning and value to many of our activities that we initially 
thought doomsday would undermine.

Moreover, since the doomsday scenario is just a scenario—that is, an 
imagi nary thought experiment—this reasoning should also bring back for 
us the mean ing and value of the activities that would truly have been ren-
dered pointless by imminent extinction. Now, once again, we have a reason 
to cure cancer, to find more sustainable energy sources, to build buildings, 
plant trees, repair infrastruc tures, and so on. Rationality, if I am right about 
where rationality on this topic leads, has given us our lives back, restoring 
the meaning and value to most, if not all, of the activities around which we 
previously fashioned our lives.
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