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 It is not uncommon to hear the questions, “why should I care,” or “why am I here,” or “what is the meaning of life?”  These questions are usually preceded by an event or realization in a person’s life which causes them to feel lost and insignificant, such as the realization that one day you will die and all you have done will be forgotten.  These experiences are profound and usually lead to a change in the person’s lifestyle or thinking.  The reason for the profundity of these experiences is simple, because they strike at the heart of what it is to be human, a creature endowed with the special gift of reason, insight, and self-reflection, as well as the ‘curse’ of mortality in a environment of finitude.  

There are normally three answers given to these types of questions: there is no meaning (absurdity), live for an afterlife, or there is no answer and the question is deferred until later upon which it is usually deferred once more.  One problem with the question of the meaning of life is that it is vague and unclear.  The second problem is that more often than not, the solution confers meaning upon life through some notion of an afterlife, or God.  However, simply looking at the question and placing ourselves in situations, and thereby clearing the confusion surrounding the question, we can solve both problems and see that the meaning of life is not as we once thought.


One of the problems with the meaning of life is that the question itself is vague.  A potential point of confusion with the question is over what type of question is it, informational or utilitarian.  A question of meaning could be like asking what does a word ‘mean’ in a sentence (definition – informational), or it could be like asking what is the ‘meaning’ of that chair being in a place (purpose).  It does not seem like someone who would be asking for the meaning of life is inquiring for information about life; instead, the question is about the purpose or the utility of life.  

The second problem with the question is that it is unclear whether it is asking about one particular life, life in general, or specific purposes within life.  The problem stems from the necessity to locate purpose within a larger context where it makes sense; an atom’s purpose only makes sense within a molecule (which can contain many atoms), it does not make sense to an electron, which exists within an atom.  Thus, if one were to ask for the meaning of life, the meaning must be located within a larger context than life itself.  However, this usually leads directly to an appeal to God or some higher source to provide meaning; and since this higher source can only exist in faith, and not philosophy (as historically has been attempted), we cannot appeal to a higher source for life’s purpose (strictly philosophically speaking).  Secondly, if we stick to the notion that one’s meaning must be located in a higher context, what gives the higher source meaning?  Some source higher than that?  And what about that source?  At this point, there is infinite regress where meaning is constantly being deferred, which would imply that no meaning is ever applied to life.

Some attempt to locate the meaning of life on earth by an appeal to an afterlife, or an existence beyond our current state of consciousness.  To them, life is meaningful (has value and purpose) ONLY because there is a state of consciousness beyond death; but this argument has a big problem, because it assumes life on earth would be meaningless if there were no afterlife.  Using this argument, life itself is not intrinsically meaningful because it only has meaning conferred upon it by the existence of an afterlife.  However, what gives the afterlife meaning since its meaning must also be located in a larger context?  Either the afterlife would be intrinsically meaningful, or it would be meaningful because of a higher source (see previous argument).  If one were to claim that the afterlife is intrinsically meaningful, it would also be just as valid to claim that life itself is intrinsically meaningful and has value.  Therefore, maybe it does not make sense to ask if life in general has meaning, since one cannot locate a higher context to confer meaning on life.

Maybe it only makes sense to ask about specific purposes within life.  If we were to limit the question to that, then the larger context to confer meaning upon these purposes would be, trivially, life itself.  However, as we are aware, life is finite, everything we say, do, think, write, everything we are within the context of life, will cease to exist.  This thought is depressing to say the least, and leads most people to the thought that life is absurd, or some to the thought that if there does exist an afterlife everything we do will not be in vain.  Do the facts that all human existence and achievements are finite and the thought that there is no afterlife make life meaningless?  No.  Life has meaning and value even in the face of a finite lifespan.


It is simple to see that if one were to have infinite life, their life would not suddenly become more meaningful, because adding more life would not add value.  In fact, adding life would decrease the value and meaningfulness one finds in life.  If one were to have an infinite life, then one could defer all achievements until later; the motivation we find in life would diminish because we would have time to do everything we wanted and more.  However, what happens when we do accomplish EVERYTHING we possibly can, we are talking infinite time to live, there would still be infinite life after EVERYTHING has been accomplished; life would quickly become mundane and boring and we may wish for death because all meaning is gone from our lives.  Therefore, death is what gives life meaning and value.  Furthermore, because we know we cannot do everything, and we must choose carefully how we spend our time (because it is finite), then those things we do accomplish become much more valuable to us; this finitude is the cause of our motivation because of the limited time to accomplish what we desire.

What of the argument that life is absurd because all the things we do accomplish will eventually disappear?  Let us put ourselves in the shoes of an ancient Greek architect.  Lets say this architect spent his entire life architecting one of the greatest homes the ancient world had ever seen and after the house was constructed and celebrated, the architect died.  However, the house, after time, was destroyed by the natural elements, and his fame was forgotten.  Does that make his life and accomplishment meaningless?  No.  To the architect, his life was meaningful, even though his fantastic creation was destroyed and forgotten, just as our lives are meaningful to us now regardless of our death.


The question of what gives our lives meaning is a perplexing and important question in the quest for understanding the human condition.  As we have seen, the question is one of utility; it is a quest of purpose, and value.  The question is also a search for the meaning of purposes within life because it is unreasonable for us to ask for the purpose of life in general, and more often than not, the answers to the question rely on an afterlife rather than on life itself.  In the end, the true meaning of life is independent of an afterlife, and more dependent on our mortal lives than we once suspected.  As it ends up, the value in our lives comes not from some great higher power (not to reject the notion of one), but from our accomplishments, and the paths taken to those accomplishments.  Moreover, our death, which gives our accomplishments value, is not something to be feared, nor embraced, but accepted – because in the end, the value we created in our lives is the only thing we’ll have at the end; and when we die, if we discover that there does exist an afterlife, so much the better.

