Scepticism, Nihilism, and Meaning in Life

1. Introduction
For much of the 20th century, goes one standard narrative, the question of the meaning of life was neglected (within analytic philosophy) because it was taken to literally be nonsense. It was a mistake to seriously ask this question. And to continue asking it, to be distressed by your inability to find a convincing answer to it, was not the sign of philosophical interest but rather an expression of an unhealthy pathology. (see e.g. Mawson 2016, especially pp. 26-30) 
Recently, however, ‘Analytic Philosophers have started to show more patience with the question itself.’ (ibid., 30) This increased patience has been predicated on changing the question. One of the earliest statements of this change is curiously under-cited in the literature, so by way of redress let me quote it at some length. Irving Singer (1996/2010) writes: ‘Rather than searching for a prior meaning of life, we would be asking what is needed for someone to have a meaningful life. This is a different kind of question: it orients us toward possibilities that emanate from man’s estate regardless of any external meaning that may or may not surround it. Even if there is no meaning of life, or if this meaning is unknowable, or if the entire question is nonsensical in some respect, we may nevertheless hope for some illumination about the circumstances under which human beings are able to achieve a meaningful existence.’ (38, emphasis in original)
The second part of that quote begins to illustrate why analytic philosophers have changed the question. It is true that they no longer think, on the whole, that the question “what is the meaning of life?” is nonsense. They do often find it vague and confused – at some point, it was almost a tradition for people to begin papers on the topic with something like, ‘it is difficult to know what people are asking when they ask about the meaning of life – but they allow that people can mean something precise and understandable, or at least something that philosophers can eventually make precise and understandable, by asking the question. 
But they also think that it is a pointless question to ask, because the answer is clear: there ain’t any. Or, for those who prefer their language a bit more scholastic, the view is ‘that the question, when made clearer, has already been answered, and that the answer is depressing.’ (Wolf 2015a, 90) So what analytic philosophers have done is distinguish between “the meaning of life” and “meaning in life / meaningfulness”, and have concentrated on thinking about the second issue while ignoring the first. 
To fix ideas, let us understand the two questions in the following (highly orthodox) way. The meaning-of-life question is about whether human existence as such has meaning: the search for the meaning of life is essentially the ‘search to find a purpose or point to human existence.’ (Wolf 2015a, 90) Contrastively, the question of meaning in life is the question of ‘what, if anything, would confer meaning’ on individual lives. (Metz 2013, 3) That is to say, this latter question refers to the ‘individualistic’ question of how and where and whether individuals can find meaning in their own lives, rather than the question of whether human existence as such has meaning.
There are a number of important issues raised by the distinction and what philosophers have made of it. For example, and perhaps most importantly, it is an open question whether the two questions can be isolated from each other in the way that much of the literature assumes. But I am going to ignore those issues in this paper because here I want to focus on the meaning-in-life debate on its own terms and argue that those terms are deeply misguided.

2. Changing the question and changing the topic
Sometimes, when I teach ‘Introduction to Philosophy’, I pose the question “What is justice?” I state it as baldly as that and then I ask students to answer it as stated. Naturally, the main reason to do this is for the pleasant little flutter of schadenfreude I experience when I watch them floundering. But there is another, comparatively minor reason, namely to put them in a position where they see for themselves what we do, and often must do, when we try to answer a question like that.
Rawls, for example, asks what justice is, but changes the question to (roughly): what rules would certain idealised types of agents agree to live under, when those idealised agents are placed in a specific decision situation? And then he answers that second question, which for him is also an answer to the question of what justice is. Or take Hobbes, who also asks what justice is, but then changes the question to (roughly): what are the conditions necessary for social peace? And Hobbes too answers the new question and takes it to be an answer to the original question.
Short of direct non-discursive insight into the Forms, I do not see any other way of proceeding. We have to substitute a different question for questions like ‘What is justice’ or ‘What is meaning’ if we are to make any progress in answering or at least thinking about them. But of course (important distinction coming up), there are substitutions and then there are substitutions. If we decided to substitute ‘What is the meaning of life?’ with ‘What is the boiling point of water?’, this, in addition to being absurd, would be a clear example of not just changing the question but also changing the topic (I take this distinction from Cappelen 2018. See pp. 97-134 for an extended discussion.)
As I said above, analytic philosophers have changed the ‘what is the meaning of life’ question to ‘what makes an individual life meaningful?’ In doing this, they have taken themselves to have changed the question without changing the topic; to borrow Cappelen’s helpful term, the changed question is taken to preserve ‘continuity of inquiry’. Now, there is no set of precise necessary and sufficient conditions that allows us to definitively adjudicate when a change of question preserves continuity of inquiry or not. But we do not need such conditions to understand why focusing on meaning in life has largely been taken to preserve continuity of inquiry. 
One reason is expressed by Metz, who thinks that ‘most people, or at least philosophers, interested in topics readily placed under the rubric of ‘the meaning of life’ ultimately want to know what, if anything, would confer meaning on their own lives and the lives of those people for whom they care … often asking ‘What is the point of it all?’ or ‘How did we get here?’ is a function of a deeper concern to know how, if at all, the existence of individual human beings can be significant.’ (Metz 2013, 3) That is to say, asking about meaning in life is for Metz to address the real reason people mostly care about the meaning of life, and so changing the question not only preserves continuity of inquiry, it probably also improves it. 
A second reason can be illustrated by Wolf (2015b) and Kauppinen (2015). Wolf writes that a meaningful life as ‘one that has within it the basis for an affirmative 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.’ (Wolf 2015b, 109) In other words, Wolf thinks that thinking about meaning in life is a way of addressing the longings that people have in terms of meaning, longings that they perhaps express in meaning-of-life language, but do not need to. 
Kauppinen states the idea clearly: ‘I suspect that at some point in our lives most of us have been gripped by a deep and unsettling existential concern: What is the point of it all? Why, at the end of the day, keep doing the things I do? I say the concern is deep, because the kind of answers that usually satisfy our demand for reasons – because it serves our happiness or because we owe it to someone else – do not seem to suffice to address it. Its object is what used to be called the meaning of life and what philosophers now somewhat more modestly prefer to call meaning in life.’ (Kauppinen 2015, 600) Here we see explicitly the idea that the meaning in life debate addresses the same underlying concerns as the meaning of life debate.
To sum up, then, changing the question in the meaning debate has been taken to preserve (and likely improve) continuity of inquiry, because asking about ‘meaning in life’ has been seen as a good way of addressing most of the things that people really care about when they ask or worry what the meaning of life is. By thinking about meaning in life we can take people’s concerns seriously, we can capture what is important about both the yearning for meaning that people often express and their suffering when they don’t find it. 

3. The curious incident of the dog in the night-time
In Silver Blaze, Sherlock Holmes is called in to investigate ‘the singular disappearance of the favourite for the Wessex Cup, and the tragic murder of its trainer.’ (Conan Doyle 1893) One of the key clues turns out to be the behaviour of the trainer’s dog, which Holmes remarks upon in his characteristically smug way:
‘“Is there any point to which you would wish to draw my attention?” 
‘“To the curious incident of the dog in the night-time.”
‘“The dog did nothing in the night-time.” 
‘“That was the curious incident,” remarked Sherlock Holmes.’
Absent (hopefully) the smugness, I would like to call your attention to the curious incident of the sceptical dog in the philosophical night-time.[footnoteRef:1] In the recent literature on meaning in life, there is remarkably little sustained engagement with nihilist or sceptical worries about value. To be sure, there are exceptions, but the exceptions prove the rule in something closer to the original sense of that expression. For example, James Tartaglia defends nihilism at length, but he does so as in the context of an interest in the meaning of life, and against the background of the view that it is the meaning-of question which is the philosophically central and important one. (Tartaglia 2015a) When we look at the meaning in life literature, we encounter either a neglect or dismissal of loss of value worries. I could quote extensively here, but once again, I will content myself with three illustrations. [1:  Ok, that doesn’t really work, but hopefully you’re feeling charitable. ] 

Aaron Smuts (2013) argues that ‘one’s life is meaningful to the extent that it promotes the good.’ (536) He sees, naturally, that nihilists might have problems with this account. He dismisses this issue in a paragraph, of which I quote the last four sentences: ‘I will merely note that I see no compelling reasons to take nihilism seriously. Nothing more can be said in favour of objective value here. I acknowledge that the good cause account is off the table for nihilists. So be it.’ (ibid., 558-9)
Metz (2013) develops probably the most worked-out theory of meaning in life. Again, like Smuts, he sees that a nihilist is not going to be convinced by any of his theory. He devotes 8 pages from nearly 300 to a discussion of nihilism. In these 8 pages, he considers two arguments for nihilism, and concludes ‘that, if one is not already a nihilist, one’s mind should not be changed by at least these rationales.’ (247) But if you are a nihilist, on the basis of whatever rationale (including the two he discusses), well, Metz’s concedes that he does not ‘provide enough reason for someone who already believes nihilism … to change his mind.’ (241)
Finally, Susan Wolf (2015b) proposes the theory that ‘meaningfulness consists in active engagement in projects or activities of worth.’ (113). She too sees the threat of nihilism and accepts that her theory ‘would be utterly destroyed if it turned out there were no such things as projects or activities of worth at all.’ (113) However, having seen the threat, she proceeds essentially to ignore it. 
These examples are suggestive, but they are only examples and therefore nothing more than that. But there is an explanation behind them that is important. The dog isn’t just quiet here, it’s inevitably muzzled.[footnoteRef:2] The neglect of nihilist or sceptical worries about meaning in life is no accident. Rather, it is an expression – a necessary expression – of the debate as it has been framed and conducted. [2:  This doesn’t really work either, does it? Maybe I should abandon the dog thing. ] 


4. The systematic exclusion of sceptical and nihilist views
Philosophers like using cases. Whether this is from addiction or affection I could not say, but either way, the result is the same. I would guess that thousands of pages – actual physical pages, for which actual physical trees were killed – are filled with speculations about fat men, violinists, trolleys and kidneys. Each year, reckless of damage to their fictitious shoes, philosophers fish hundreds of hypothetical babies out of imaginary ponds. Even as I write these words, in fact, poor old Jim is probably being conjured up in a seminar room somewhere, wondering once again what to do about those damn Indians. To put it in somewhat less exuberant language, Kagan has it about right when he says that that ‘anyone who reflects on the way we go about arguing for or against moral claims is likely to be struck by the central importance we give to cases.’ (Kagan 2001, 44)
It is unsurprising, therefore, to find that philosophers working on meaning in life also use cases extensively. They use such cases in the standard ways when thinking about meaning in life, for example in order to defend or reject various claims made about what it is, or about the necessary and sufficient conditions for achieving it, and so on. 
At the beginning of his book, Metz says that ‘I, like most in the field, take specific exemplary instances of great meaning to have been realized by the likes of Mandela, Mother Teresa, Einstein, Darwin, Picasso, and Dostoyevsky.’ (Metz 2013, 5) This is an accurate statement about both Metz and the debate as a whole. Theorists working on meaning in life accept and commonly employ the method ‘of stating paradigm-cases of meaningful lives (e.g. Mandela, Picasso, Einstein) and then applying intuition to various test-case scenarios in an attempt to isolate the meaningful factors’ (Tartaglia 2015b, 91)
 The method of using paradigm cases is closely linked to a foundational assumption of the field, one that frames the entire debate. Indeed, I have a bit of a chicken-and-egg problem in working out which comes first; whether, in other words, the method generates or expresses the assumption. Either way, Wolf states the assumption very clearly when she describes what she (accurately) calls the ‘standard view’ about meaning in life. The standard view holds, amongst other things, ‘that meaningfulness is an intelligible feature to be sought in a life, and that it is at least sometimes attainable but not everywhere assured.’ (Wolf 2015a, 91) The field, in other words, assumes that meaning in life is a realizable and sometimes actually realized property of an individual life. As Mawson says, ‘the consensus is that meaningfulness is a particular … property … that our lives can (and often do) have.’ (Mawson 2016, 41)
We can easily see why the method and the assumption are so closely linked. When one uses paradigmatic cases of meaningful lives to think about meaning, one has already made a commitment to the claim that individuals, as they are and in the world as it is, can (and sometimes do) live meaningful lives. From this perspective, we can see the method as generating the assumption. But if we look at it from the other angle, the use of the method is an expression of the assumption and an explanation of why the former is so widely accepted – if one assumes that meaning in life is something that is sometimes actually realized in individual lives, it makes perfect sense to try to find examples of those lives in which it is realized so that you can then begin to start identifying some general features of meaningful lives.
Both for the sake of clarity and to help with stuff a bit further down the road, it will be helpful to further distinguish the two ways in which the debate excludes sceptical and nihilist worries. The first, i.e. the use of paradigm cases, is clearly a methodological exclusion. The second, i.e. the assumption that meaning is realizable, can be interpreted in two different ways.
One way of interpreting how the assumption operates is to understand it as being a claim about the concept of meaningfulness. Rawls makes a famous distinction between concepts and conceptions. In his own words, we should ‘think of the concept of justice as distinct from the various conceptions of justice and as being specified by the role which these different sets of principles, these different conceptions, have in common.’ (Rawls 1999, 5) The concept of justice, in other words, is what people are talking about when they talk about justice, while conceptions are theories of (for e.g.) what would be required for a relevant society to instantiate justice. 
Helpfully for us, Metz (2001) describes this distinction in the context of thinking about meaning in life. As he puts it, ‘a conception of what makes life meaningful aims to describe the “underlying structure” of a significant existence in as few principles as possible. In contrast, the concept of a meaningful life is what the competing conceptions of a meaningful life are about. The concept of a life’s meaning is that which makes a given theory one of meaningfulness as opposed to, say, on of rightness or happiness.’ (138)
Given this distinction, we could interpret the assumption as operating in the following way. When people make the assumption, rather than making an assumption about what is necessary for meaning to be instantiated, they are making an assumption about the kind of thing that meaning is – it has the feature that it is realizable. If someone were to use ‘meaning’ to talk about something that does not have this feature, then they would not be talking about meaning. On this understanding, the assumption is clearly operating at the level of concept.
There is, however, another way of understanding how the assumption operates. To see this second way, and to bring out the difference to the first, it will be helpful to think about ought-implies-can and how that relates to morality. Let us say, following Hare, that three properties ‘define the class of moral judgments’ (Hare 1981, 64) – universalizability, prescriptivity, and overridingness. For our purposes, let these be the account of the concept of morality. Now let us introduce ought-implies-can as a principle that states a conceptual truth about moral judgments. How does this conceptual truth relate to the class of moral judgments as Hare identifies them? 
One way, corresponding to the first above, would be to say: in order for any judgment to properly count as prescriptive, the judgment has to be such that the agents it prescribes over are able to do what is prescribed. The claim here would be that ought-implies-can is part of the concept of moral judgments, and so a judgment that violates ought-implies-can is not a false moral judgment; rather, it is not a moral judgment at all. 
But on the second way, we would understand the relation differently. On this understanding, moral judgments that prescribe something that it is not possible for an agent to do would count as moral judgments – nothing in the concept of ‘prescription’ would be taken to rule this out – but would be necessarily false moral judgments. So, relating this back to our concerns, if we understand the assumption that meaning is realizable as operating in this way, then what we are saying is that this assumption means that any conception of meaning that holds that meaning is not realizable is for that reason necessarily false. (Cohen seems to me to have this kind of understanding of how the ought-implies-can requirement is commonly held to operate on principles of justice, and he then argues that the requirement does not and actually cannot hold. See Cohen 2009, esp. chapter 6)
How are we to categorise this way of understanding how the assumption that meaning is realizable operates in the debate? I am not entirely sure, but I find it currently most plausible to think of it as being methodological. In order to explain this, it will, I think, be helpful to introduce some related cases.
I’ll begin with Hume. In a very famous passage, he writes that ‘all inferences from experience suppose, as their foundation, that the future will resemble the past, and that similar powers will be conjoined with similar sensible qualities.’ (Hume 2007, 38) This claim leads to the powerful Humean argument against induction. 
One response to this, made by Mill, was to postulate what has been called the principle or doctrine of the uniformity of nature (Mill himself, for reasons connected with his purposes, called it an axiom). This principle is ‘an assumption with regard to the course of nature and the order of the universe; namely, that there are such things in nature as parallel cases; that what happens once, will, under a sufficient degree of similarity of circumstances, happen again, and not only again, but as often as the same circumstances recur.’ (Mill 1974, 306) Summing up, Mill says that it is ‘the proposition that the course of nature is uniform.’ (Mill 1974, 307. For some more on this proposition, see Salmon 1953 for a classic discussion; Okasha 2001 for a criticism of Salmon’s view; and the papers collected in Albritton 1967).
The principle of the uniformity of nature is not the result of inquiry into nature; rather, it is a precondition of a particular sort of inquiry – call it science – into nature. The principle constrains the possible results of the inquiry by making an assumption about the thing being investigated. Here are two further principles that operate similarly. 
First, Weber, in describing the methodology of sociology as he understands it, writes that ‘action, in the sense of meaningful and comprehensible and orientation of one’s own behaviour, is for us always the behaviour of one or more individual persons.’ (Weber 2019, 89) This is the basis of what we know as methodological individualism, i.e. the ‘the thesis that good social-scientific explanations should refer solely to facts about individuals and their interactions, not to any higher-level social entities, properties, or causes.’ (List and Spiekermann 2013, 629). 
As a last example, take the principle of methodological naturalism understood as a thesis about scientific method (i.e., not as a thesis about philosophical method, where the term is also used. See Papineau 2016). How to understand this principle is contested, and it is even argued that the principle is incoherent (see e.g. Plantinga 2001, Ruse 2001, Halvorson 2016), but here is a definition sufficient for our purposes: ‘Methodological naturalism … tells us how we should conduct scientific inquiry: methodological naturalism forbids appeal to supernatural entities.’ (Clark 2016, 5)
I think (with a kind of tentative conviction)[footnoteRef:3] that it is valid to interpret the assumption that meaning is realizable as operating in a similar way to these three principles. As with the principles, the assumption about meaning is not the result of inquiry but a precondition of it, and it sets limits on what could count as a right answer; but not, however, what could count as an answer at all (this is what distinguishes this interpretation from the other one). If, as seems to me reasonable, we understand methodology as including ‘conceptions of the object, presuppositions, context and rules-of-thumb’, (Norman 277) then I think it is reasonable to interpret the assumption that meaning is realizable as a methodological assumption.  [3:  Yes, this is conceptually perhaps ‘in tension’. But I don’t see a problem with that here. ] 

To sum up, then, I think it is clear that a) the debate systematically either excludes or denies sceptical and nihilist worries and b) it does so as a result of methodological commitments and conceptual claims. 

5. So what?
But is this even a problem? After all, a positive theory of any value, i.e. a theory that says (amongst other things) that there is at least one value, is going to deny sceptical and nihilist worries about that value. Consequentialists and deontologists, for example, standardly deny both (whether explicitly or implicitly). So while theorists in the debate about meaning in life do indeed propose theories of meaningful lives which exclude sceptical and nihilist worries, so what? Indeed, they must deny those worries, given that they think meaningfulness is in some way necessarily related to some of the values that do really exist.[footnoteRef:4] The denial of such worries is a feature and not a bug of these theories. [4:  By ‘values that do really exist‘ all I want to do is express the denial of the skeptical and nihilist positions. They are not meant to imply anything specific about the denial. ] 

Further, it is not as if most consequentialists and deontologists first engage in the enterprise of arguing against scepticism or nihilism before they feel themselves able to develop their accounts of the good or the right or whatever it might be. Nor do we criticize Rawls for not engaging with questions regarding free will or personal identity, though clearly his account of justice assumes certain answers to those questions. (See Parfit 1973; Parfit 1987, especially chapter 15; and Rawls 1974-5 for a discussion of the relevance of such ‘background’ questions to moral theory.) That is to say, it is standard philosophical practice, for very good reasons, to not justify every substantive position that your theory assumes. When philosophers theorize about X, they normally simply bracket discussion of and make assumptions about a whole host of issues related to X. 
So far, the point being made is an empirical one – this is how philosophers standardly operate. It may also be seen as a practical point – you simply cannot justify everything. But these can be supplemented and strengthened with a conceptual claim. 
Sellars argues that ‘empirical knowledge, like its sophisticated extension, science, is rational, not because it has a foundation but because it is a self-correcting enterprise which can put any claim in jeopardy, though not all at once.’ (Sellars 1963/1991, 170) We are interested only in the last part here, namely the idea that at least in certain enterprises of thought, we may doubt any particular claim, but not all together. 
This points to a more general idea about the nature of doubt, something that Wittgenstein insists on in On Certainty: it is not just that it is not possible to doubt everything all at once, but also that ‘the game of doubting itself presupposes certainty.’ (Wittgenstein 1969, §115, p. 125) He gives various examples to drive this point home: ‘If I make an experiment I do not doubt the existence of the apparatus before my eyes. I have plenty of doubts, but not that. If I do a calculation I believe, without any doubts, that the figures on the paper aren't switching of their own accord, and I also trust my memory the whole time, and trust it without any reservation’ (Wittgenstein 1969, §337); ‘When I am trying to mate someone in chess, I cannot have doubts about the pieces perhaps changing places of themselves and my memory simultaneously playing tricks on me so that I don't notice.’ (Wittgenstein 1969, §346) You cannot simultaneously doubt the fidelity of your business partner and the existence of the external world, because the doubt in the first case presupposes certainty in the second.
I agree with the empirical observation. I also think that Sellars and Wittgenstein both identify something important, namely certain conceptual constraints on instances of doubting within at least some ‘rational enterprises’. I further think that philosophizing is one of the rational enterprises to which those conceptual constraints apply – even if you only need one philosophical lever to move the world, you still need at least one.  
Philosophers working on meaning in life who use the method and adopt the assumption described above may, then, point not only to the empirical fact that whenever we theorize about a given X, we bracket a whole host of issues that are sceptical or nihilist about X, but also make the claim that some bracketing of various issues is necessarily involved in thinking about the given X, on the basis that in order to think about anything we need to assume the truth about a whole host of other things. So what, they might ask, is the problem? 
If that question is meant rhetorically, the claim has not yet been adequately argued for. Clearly, one can accept that one needs (both as an empirical and conceptual matter) to bracket various issues in thinking about X while arguing about which issues are acceptably bracketed and which are not. Neither Sellars nor Wittgenstein claim that any or all particular instances of doubt are going to be necessarily illegitimate or even conceptually impossible; once again, in other words, it is an open question about which instances of doubt are permissible or desirable in a given debate. So simply pointing to some empirical and conceptual facts about how philosophical debates are and to some extent must be conducted does not establish anything about this specific issue in this particular debate.
The question is therefore, at least at this point, better understand as being a real question. Why is it an objection to the meaning of life debate that it systematically excludes certain kinds of sceptical and nihilist worries?

6. You said you would, but you didn’t
An obvious criticism to begin with is that the systematic exclusion of sceptical and nihilist worries means that analytic philosophers fail to satisfy their own standards. As we saw above, when they change the question to ‘what makes an individual life meaningful’, they aim to capture the central concerns that people pre-theoretically appear to have when they think or talk about meaning. But they fail at doing this because, for the reasons outlined above, the terms of the altered debate render it incapable of capturing and seriously engaging with sceptical and nihilist concerns.
I want to reject one response right away, because the rejection will be taken for granted in many of the further criticisms I make below. This response would be to simply deny that sceptical and nihilist concerns are central and important concerns related to meaning. This would be a bad response because – amazing argument coming up – it is wrong. 
One way of bringing out the importance of sceptical and nihilist worries to meaning is to think about meaninglessness. Oakley (2010) thinks, and I agree, that ‘outside philosophy departments, by far the most salient discourse about the meaning of life is that of people declaring that life is meaningless.’ (106) Consequently, he thinks that it is better to approach the issue of meaning through an investigation of the experiences of meaninglessness that people endure, and in particular through what he labels meaning crises.
According to him, a crisis of meaning is ‘a situation in which we find, together with belief that life, or the individual’s life … is meaningless … apathy, anhedonia, and distress’ (108) Having defined this, he then attempts to systematically categorise such crises on the basis of what they are typically caused or constituted by. We can understand him, I think, as identifying four types of meaning crises that are central, but I want to focus on his category< of ‘loss of value’ crises.
In loss of value cases, says Oakley, ‘rather than losing what we value, we lose our values themselves.’ (111) For example, if a loved one dies, you suffer from a loss of value in the sense that you have lost a valuable person and a valuable relationship. However, let us say you still believe that loving relationships are a valuable thing. In such a case, you are not suffering from a loss of value in Oakley’s sense. In a word, the ‘loss of value’ is to be distinguished from the loss of a valuable thing. For Oakley, such cases are absolutely central to any discussion of meaning. Specifically, he makes the following claim: ‘Many (probably most) meaninglessness crises in which the person concerned believes life in general, or everyone’s life, to be meaningless, are cases where she finds that nothing is worth doing, pursuing, or aspiring to: nothing has any value.’ (114) 
Loss of value crises do not necessarily have to be caused by sceptical or nihilist worries but, as Oakley points out, such worries are classic causes of those crises. These crises, and their causes, are absolutely central concerns related to meaning that people pre-theoretically and typically have. If one agrees with Oakley, then, that loss of value crises are a central type of meaning crisis, then it seems to me that one must also agree that sceptical and nihilist worries are pre-theoretically central to the issue of meaning.
Ultimately, though, arguing for the centrality of those worries is a bit like arguing for the existence of a tree – in the end, the best one can really offer is, ‘Look for yourself, there really is a tree!’ We have just seen Oakley on the issue, and above we have the testimony of a few analytic philosophers to the effect that such concerns are indeed central. The fact that others also see it is some evidence that there really is a tree. And in fact, many do think that there is a tree here. In addition to the evidence I have provided, which relative to the evidence that exists is necessarily minimal, there is ample evidence in the pages of culture and of life – in novels, in memoirs and autobiographies, in poems and plays, in works of philosophy, in academic and popular work in psychology, in accounts of spiritual seeking; and, perhaps, at least for some, ample evidence also in the history of either their own minds or that of minds they have known. 
The tree-sceptics and the tree-agnostics must look for themselves and make up their own minds. I, however, am a committed tree-believer (a tree-fanatic, some might say), and take it as established that sceptical and nihilist worries are central and important concerns related to meaning. On this basis, I proceed to further criticisms of the ways in which the debate excludes those worries.

7. It doesn’t matter what you said you would do, what you’ve done is independently objectionable
The criticism I made in the previous section has the form: you said you’d do X, but you didn’t. I now want to move on to criticisms that are independent of the ambitions that analytic philosophers may or may not have; to criticisms that have something like the forms: You ought to do X and you don’t / You ought not to do Y and you do. 
In his analysis of the concept of meaning, Metz claims that ‘supernaturalism, subjectivism and objectivism are the major conceptions of life’s meaning’ (Metz 2013, 20), and then proposes a criterion for any conceptual analysis of meaningfulness: it should not rule any of them out a priori. According to him, ‘if an analysis of the concept implied that one of these three perspectives, or a clear version of them, were not an account of meaning at all, we would have serious grounds for questioning the analysis.’ (Metz 2013, 20)
I think this is fundamentally an excellent criterion. An analysis of a concept that a priori rules out one of the major candidate theories of that concept should be suspect precisely because it does that. But this is precisely what the debate does when it assumes that meaning is a feature of a life that is realizable. One can argue over what precisely should count as a conception but I think it is hard to claim that scepticism or nihilism about meaning in life is not an important candidate view that one could have about meaning.
This criticism can also be applied to the methodological exclusion of sceptical and nihilist worries. We can simply transfer the criterion over, and hold that no major candidate view should be excluded from a debate on methodological grounds. This is not the claim that method should be neutral simpliciter – no method is neutral simpliciter. It is the more limited claim that the method used to theorize about X should be neutral between important possible views about X. 
Moving on, further criticisms can be made by beginning with some considerations regarding conceptual analysis as they relate to the conceptual exclusion. By conceptual analysis, incidentally, I mean more or less what Grice did: ‘to be looking for a conceptual analysis of a given expression E is to be in a position to apply or withhold E in particular cases, but to be looking for a general characterization of the types of case in which one would apply E rather than withhold it.’ (Grice 1991, 174) That is to say, I understand conceptual analysis as being about the intension and extension of lexical items. 
It is generally taken to be a criterion of conceptual analysis that it captures the important and common ways in which the concept is used by people. A philosophical analysis of a concept ought, it is suggested, not to diverge too far from the ‘folk’ concept, to the extent that we can infer the latter from how and when the folk use the concept in question. Indeed, Grice goes so far as to say that ‘a philosophical thesis which involves the rejection as false, or absurd, or linguistically incorrect, of some class of statements which would ordinarily be made, and accepted as true, in specifiable types of situation is itself almost certain (perhaps quite certain) to be false.’ (Grice 1991, 172) 
If you accept that criterion, you have a straightforward criticism of the conceptual analysis of ‘meaningfulness’ offered by the debate. I, however, am unsure about this criterion. It appears to me to rule out one of the key ways in which conceptual analysis has been practiced, namely radically revisionary projects. Consider, for example, the concept of ‘morally relevant entity’ or ‘member of the moral universe’. At various points in history and in particular places, there has been some broad agreement over its extension – but this agreement is itself objectionable. For example: it does not apply to women, it does not apply to non-white people, it does not apply to animals, etc. Let’s say that in a certain context, the folk concept restricted its extension to ‘male white human beings with a certain level of wealth’. In this context, a philosophical analysis which said, no, conceptually, actually, maybe Indians also count?, would fail the criterion of not diverging too radically from the folk concept. But this does not seem to me a criticism because, as the case is supposed to suggest, sometimes the justified purpose of conceptual analysis can be exactly to radically revise a concept.
Nevertheless, I do think there is something here. But I don’t want to appeal to some general criterion about divergence from folk concepts to explain this something. Rather, I want to explain it in terms of usefulness, which is an idea I take from Raz (1986). He reconstructs – perhaps deconstructs is more accurate – Ladenson’s view of authority as the ‘claim that all de facto authorities are legitimate.’ (26) He then says, let’s imagine a society where Ladenson’s view is correct. He suggests that ‘if such a society were to exist we would not regard it as being governed by authority [because] it is too unlike the political institutions we normally regard as authorities.’ (27) 
Now, so far all of this is appealing to something like the divergence-from-folk-concept idea. But then Raz introduces a further element, by criticizing Ladenson’s account of the concept of authority on the basis that ‘it is an analysis of a concept that does not have much use in our world.’ (27) And this is the ground on which I want to criticize the account of meaningfulness that the debate offers. By thinking of it in a way that excludes sceptical and nihilist worries, and given that those worries are a central part of people’s pre-theoretical concerns regarding meaning, the debate offers us an account that at this point I will say is of massively reduced use in our world.
Imagine, for instance, that Dostoevsky suffered from a loss of value crisis of meaning at some point, and one that was caused and constituted by sceptical and / or nihilist worries (this is likely not so far from the truth, as it happens). Now suppose that someone (invents a time machine and) introduces him to the literature on meaning in life.
Recall that on one legitimate interpretation, the debate assumes that whatever the necessary and sufficient conditions are for an individual life to possess the property of meaningfulness, part of the meaning of meaningfulness is just that it is a property that is actually sometimes possessed by at least some individual lives. Now, if this is part of the concept of meaning, then it is a conceptual mistake to have certain kinds of crises of meaning. The correct response to someone suffering from such a crisis would not be to enter into a discussion of the sceptical or nihilist worries and assess their validity; rather, it would be to tell them that they are simply mistaken about what meaning in life means. Strictly speaking, in other words, you cannot have certain kinds of sceptical or nihilist worries about meaning in life; what you have instead is either a mistaken understanding of what meaning in life is or a crisis about something else, or both.
So, as a kind of appetizer, the first thing the debate would tell Dostoevsky is that he was not actually having a crisis of meaning. Now recall the method of using paradigm cases, and that Dostoevsky is taken to be one of the paradigmatic instances of someone living a meaningful life. So then, as the main course, the debate would say: on the bright side, though, Fyodor, we believe that your life is a paradigmatically meaningful life, so from it, and from other paradigmatic cases of meaningful lives, we will now tell you (at some level of abstraction) what is required to live a meaningful life. 
Dostoevsky is hardly going to find all of this of much use, and nor should he. And it is this that I want to press as an objection against both the conceptual analysis of ‘meaningfulness’ and the method which the debate uses to investigate its concept. Those two things mean that the debate is just not very useful to many people who have concerns about meaning.
This is a theoretical point. But there is also a practical one here. Sometimes, when we argue about concepts, about the best accounts of some particular X, of acceptable and non-acceptable methods for finding out more about X, perhaps we are doing no more than simply enjoying something like the Glasperlenspiel (Hesse 2012). We make moves in theoretical space, and the activity has no effect anywhere other than in that space. But sometimes, these discussions have effects that extend well beyond the board. As Burgess and Plunkett (2013) say,
‘Arguably, our conceptual repertoire determines not only what beliefs we can have but also what hypotheses we can entertain, what desires we can form, what plans we can make on the basis of such mental states, and accordingly constrains what we can hope to accomplish in the world. Representation enables action, from the most sophisticated scientific research, to the most mundane household task. It influences our options within social/political institutions and even helps determine which institutions are so much as thinkable. Our social roles, in turn, help determine what kinds of people we can be, what sorts of lives we can lead. Conceptual choices and changes may be intrinsically interesting, but the clearest reason to care about them is just that their non-conceptual consequences are pervasive and profound.’ (1096-97)
When we think about meaning, we are not (only) playing the glass-bead game. We are also thinking about the kinds of concepts and issues that Burgess and Plunkett identify as having pervasive and profound non-conceptual consequences. ‘Meaning’ is the name for a constellation of concerns that are existentially important. Often, ‘existentially’ is used as to mean ‘very important’ or ‘fundamentally important’. ‘Meaning’ does often matter in that way to people, but here I mean something even more limited: I mean simply: these concerns matter in people’s lives. As Oakley’s definition of crises of meaning makes clear, such crises can be and often are painful. People suffer when they have loss of value crises of meaning. How they understand what is happening, what the crisis is about, what they could do or not do about it – these can matter hugely in people’s lives; indeed, they can sometimes lead to life-changing decisions and feelings. 
In a word, what philosophers say about meaning matters. Now, when we come up with accounts of meaning, including both concept and conception, we are obviously not going to get it definitively right. Indeed, there may be no ‘right’ here. But that does not mean we cannot get it wrong. And in systematically excluding and denying sceptical and nihilist worries, it seems to me that the meaning in life debate makes theoretical mistakes that have practical consequences, because the thing it makes mistakes about – ‘meaning’ – is a thing that is often existentially important for many people. 
 
8. Meaning in Life or the Meaning of Life?
There is a response to all of this that will already have struck some readers; indeed, those readers who have helped create the debate I have been criticising may well have been growing increasingly impatient with my criticisms because of this response. It is this: the types of concerns I have identified, the loss of value crises Oakley identifies – these are problems to do with the meaning of life and not meaning in life. Sceptical and nihilist worries belong to the former and not the latter. Philosophers working on meaning in life can therefore grant all the claims I make about the concept and methodology in that debate but simply evade the subsequent criticisms.
Wolf, for example, briefly considers the objection that her ‘account of meaning … fails … to answer the needs of at least one type of longing that members of our species tend to have.’ (2015b, 114) These longings she identifies as those related to ‘traditional worries about the meaning of life,’ and she identifies the following sources of those traditional worries. First, ‘reflections on our own mortality;’ (114) Second, ‘the indifference of the cosmos in which we occupy so tiny a place;’ (114) Third, the worry that God doesn’t exist, because ‘Only God, and the promise of an eternal life either for ourselves or for the universe in which our accomplishments have a place, can give a point to our living lives one way rather than another.’ (115)
Wolf doesn’t give a full-fledged response to this objection because ‘to try to give a wholly adequate answer to this challenge would take us too far afield from the purposes of this essay.’ (115) Nevertheless, she does offer ‘some brief remarks’, which remarks she thinks ‘will at least indicate what a more detailed answer might look like and will give some reason for thinking that the challenge can be met.’ (115)  They do not, it appears to me, give that reason.
One part of her response is to claim that one group of people making this objection will be making it because (for two different reasons) they think that the existence of God is necessary for the possibility of meaning. She then divides this group into two – those who think that God exists and those who think He doesn’t. For the former, says Wolf, there is no problem. Those who think that God exists ‘may still find my account of meaning acceptable.’ (116) Her response to the latter is as follows:
‘I have already acknowledged that the usefulness of my account rests on the assumption that the distinction between worthwhile and worthless projects is defensible, and on the assumption that at least a core of our beliefs about what is worthwhile and what is worthless is roughly correct … [therefore] Those who think that God is a necessary grounding that unfortunately does not exist will reject my substantive claims about meaning for reasons we have already admitted.’ (115-116)
I do not believe this is an adequate response; indeed, on one highly relevant sense of response, it is not a response at all. It is true that Wolf has already admitted that the usefulness of her account rests on certain assumptions (which is one but only one of my general criticisms of the debate), but reiterating the admission is not a response to criticisms of the assumption. For example, let us say that I began this essay with the acknowledgement that the usefulness of my remarks in this paper rests on the assumption that I am the cleverest thinker that ever thought, and let us say that this is correct – the usefulness of this paper really does rest on this assumption. Someone comes along and suggests that the assumption is at least arguable, if not outright controversial. I then say: well, I already admitted I rely on this assumption up front, so you pointing it out doesn’t really matter. In a word, admitting one has a problem is often a fine and brave thing to do, but it is not the same as not having a problem.
There is a bit more to the brief remarks – Wolf identifies a second group of objectors, namely philosophers who accept the assumptions but think that this does not generate the possibility of meaning because ‘in an indifferent universe … our lives are unavoidably meaningless no matter what we do with them.’ (116) She thinks that the issue here is ‘largely a disagreement of words’ (116), because there are many issues related to ‘meaning’, and all she is doing is using the terminology of ‘meaningful’ while trying ‘to advance the view that it is in our interest to live lives of a certain sort, and to explore some of that view’s implications.’ (116) What we call these lives, whether we think of them in terms of meaning, says Wolf, ‘is relatively superficial and may in any case be left to another day.’ (116)
These last remarks strike me as being in considerable tension with things Wolf says and does elsewhere. To take just one, central example: throughout her work, Wolf relies heavily on intuitions about cases, real and imaginary. A case is proposed, and the question asked: would we intuitively find this life meaningless? Or meaningful? Now, if your method relies so heavily on eliciting intuitions about meaning, it necessarily matters enormously that you use the terminology of meaning. Highly relatedly, in her Tanner Lectures (2010), Wolf approvingly refers to Aristotle’s endoxic method, i.e., to quote Wolf quoting Aristotle, the method of taking ‘the endoxa, “the things which are accepted by everyone, or by most people or by the wise” as a starting point in his inquiry.’ (10) Her own method, she says, can be seen as being in this spirit. Well, sure, but in order to collect the endoxa, you need to find specific terms that the endoxa are about. Endoxa about ‘farming’ and its cognates are not going to be very helpful in an inquiry into meaning; more generally, and this is the theoretical point, the term and its cognates that you choose to focus on are going to determine which endoxa are relevant. Consequently, if you use some version of the endoxic method, the question of the terminology being used is not just not relatively superficial, it is actually possibly the most crucial and fundamental choice you must make. 
Wolf’s responses, then, are problematic on their own terms. Further, even if they were successful they would not by themselves serve to secure the purpose to which my imaginary interlocutor is putting them in this section. That purpose is to argue that: sceptical and nihilist worries are worries that are or can be dealt with solely in terms of the meaning of life question, so it is not a criticism of the meaning in life debate that it excludes and denies them. Even if Wolf’s remarks were convincing, at most they would establish that sceptical and nihilist worries are sometimes a meaning of life issue, not that they are never a meaning in life issue. 
In pointing this out I am not offering an argument, of course. I am simply delineating what an argument must do. And now I want to advance an argument for the claim that sceptical and nihilist worries cannot be reduced solely to worries about the meaning of life. 
I will use Oakley’s loss of value crises to make this argument because such crises exemplify sceptical and nihilist worries. To remind ourselves, here is his hypothesis about such crises: ‘Many (probably most) meaninglessness crises in which the person concerned believes life in general, or everyone’s life, to be meaningless, are cases where she finds that nothing is worth doing, pursuing, or aspiring to: nothing has any value.’ (Oakley 2010, 114) 
Now, there is an ambiguity – or perhaps a bivalence – in this hypothesis. Let’s begin with the crisis where ‘the person concerned believes life in general … to be meaningless.’ Let’s call this C1. One plausible interpretation of this judgment is that ‘life in general’ refers to something ‘human existence as such’ or ‘all sentient life,’ and something like that referent is judged to be meaningless. On this interpretation, C1 would clearly be a meaning of life crisis, because the orthodox understanding of the meaning of life question, that question is the ‘holistic’ question of the point or purpose of human existence as such (or the universe or the cosmos and so on).
However, there is another way of interpreting ‘life in general’. Hare distinguishes between two features that moral principles can have: universalizability and generality. He gives the following pair of examples to show the distinction: ‘The moral principle 'One ought never to make false statements' is highly general; the moral principle 'One ought never to make false statements to one's wife' is much more specific. But both are universal; the second one forbids anyone who is married to make false statements to his wife.’ (Hare 1963, 38ff.) That is to say, universalizability requires that the principle must only refer to universal properties rather than singular terms; i.e., it cannot contain things like proper names or pronouns. Generality, on the other hand, is a matter of the scope of the principle; the wider the scope, the more general the principle.
Now, when we interpret ‘life in general’, we can use Hare’s distinction in the following way. First, we can take ‘life’ to be referring to ‘individual human lives’, and then we can take the ‘in general’ to be a statement about individual human lives in the sense of generality that Hare points out. And, in the limit case, we can take the scope to be ‘all individual human beings’ or ‘all living creatures’ or something like that. We can therefore interpret C1 as judging that all individual lives are meaningless. If this is how we interpret it, then C1 is no longer a meaning of life crisis but a meaning in life one. 
I think this is a legitimate interpretation. But for the sake of the argument, let’s say that it isn’t, and that we should understand C1 as a meaning of life crisis. So let us now turn to the second type of crisis identified by Oakley, which is where ‘the person concerned believes … everyone’s life to be meaningless.’ Let’s call this C2. 
One way of understanding C2 would be to think that is identical to C1, because ‘life in general’ is what is referred to by ‘everyone’s life’. I think it this way that people must have in mind when they think that sceptical or nihilist worries are exclusively meaning of life questions, and I think that this way is mistaken. ‘Life in general’ we have granted for the sake of the argument to be referring to human existence as such. ‘Everyone’s life’, however, could and should be read as referring to everyone’s individual life. 
When one judges that ‘life in general’ is meaningless, one looks at human existence (or all sentient life, or all life on some other definition) as such. That is the entity to which the judgment attaches. However, when one judges that ‘everyone’s life’ is meaningless, one can arrive at this judgment by looking at each individual life. That is to say, the C2 type of crisis can be arrived at exclusively by asking the meaning in life question – ‘what, if anything, would confer meaning’ on individual lives. (Metz 2013, 3) For example, one could judge that nothing could confer meaning on individual lives because there are no values. In this judgment there is no reference to humanity as such. It is purely about what is necessary to make an individual life meaningful, and it is enough to generate the conclusion that everyone’s individual life is meaningless.
Now, of course one way of thinking that all individual lives are meaningless is to think that if life in general is meaningless, then everyone’s life is also meaningless. This is not a way available to a fair few proponents of the meaning-of / meaning-in distinction, incidentally, because, as we saw above, they hold what we can call the independence thesis – the thesis that the question of meaning in life and answers to it are independent of whether there is a meaning of life or not. But let that go. The point is that this is not the only way of having sceptical and nihilist worries about meaning in life, and that it is possible to have those worries, and suffer loss of value crises, without any reference to meaning of life questions.
C2 crises do not, therefore, necessarily reduce to C1 crises. And if they don’t necessarily reduce to C1 crises, it is not possible to hold that loss of value crises – i.e. those often caused by sceptical and nihilist worries – are crises that are solely to do with the meaning of life. These worries and these crises must be addressed also in terms of meaning in life.

9. Justifying a practice and justifying within a practice
There is one final response I want to consider. Philosophers who accept all of the above may suggest a way of understanding the analytic project on meaning in a way that might appear to defuse the criticisms I have made of it. 
This understanding is inspired by Rawls’ distinction between ‘justifying a practice and justifying a particular action falling under it.’ (Rawls 1955, 3) First, Rawls points out that we can describe the same action differently – in one case, it’s swinging a piece of wood; in another, it’s hitting a home run. He then points out that the description ‘hitting a home run’ presupposes the practice of baseball – the action can only be described as such because it takes place within that practice. It is not possible to hit a home run apart from within the practice of baseball (though you could perform a physically identical action). 
Having shown that some actions presuppose practices, Rawls then argues that this is relevant to the types of justifications we can offer (or demand) of actions. For actions which are specified by practices, like hitting a home run, ‘there is no justification possible of the particular action of a particular person save by reference to the practice.’ (Rawls 1955, 32) 
The idea we can use in our context is that we can distinguish between 1) justifying within a practice and 2) justifying a practice. For example, within the practice of chess, I can offer a justification for moving my pawn to e4. That justification will appeal to the rules of chess, to the tactical and strategic considerations internal to chess that justify the move. But whether chess as such is justified is an entirely different question.
With this in place, goes the response, we can understand the analytic project, on the whole, as being the project of justifying within a practice. Theorists accept or take for granted the human practice of ascribing value, and of ascribing differential value, to various activities, projects, states of affairs, etc. Their project consists then of trying to make sense of this practice from within, trying to identify which particular views within the practice are more justified than others, and so on. But they never question the practice; indeed, they cannot, given the foundational assumption of their project. And to criticize them for not questioning the practice is mistaken because it misunderstands their project.

10. Justification and contrast classes
To explain why I think that response doesn’t work, I’ll begin with the observation that justification is not always justification simpliciter; indeed, in philosophical debate, it is rarely so. Rather, it is justification against something, for example against relevant alternatives. As I’ve just quoted Rawls, let’s stick with him to illustrate the first idea. 
Famously (for a given rather eccentric value of “famous”), Rawls thinks that the correct principles of justice are those that can be seen as the ones that would be chosen by people in a particular decision situation. But in order to enable a decision to result from the original position, he has to specify what they have to decide between. ‘Ideally,’ he says, ‘of course one would like to say that they are to choose between all possible conceptions of justice.’ (Rawls 1999, 105) But there are two problems with doing this. First, our own limitations mean that we may ourselves not know of ‘some hitherto unformulated set of principles [that] is still better’ (106) than the ones we do know. Second, even within the set of conceptions known to us, it is not easy to ‘describe the parties [in the original position] so that their deliberations generate these alternatives.’ (106) Rawls deals with this by taking ‘as given a short list of traditional conceptions of justice’ (106). If his two principles of justice are chosen from this short list, then though this falls short of identifying the unique best solution to the decision situation, it is the best we can do in terms of justifying the Rawlsian principles. And this best, incidentally, has been rather good, given the widespread acceptance of those principles in political philosophy. 
This observation about justification forms the basis of contrastivism, which for our purposes we can understand as a view in epistemology about either knowledge or justification.[footnoteRef:5] (See e.g. Schaffer 2004).  In both cases, it holds that the relevant concept is best analysed as a three-place relation: ‘A knows that P’ or ‘A is justified in believing that P’ should be understood as short-hand for ‘A knows that P rather than Q’ or ‘A is justified in believing that P rather than Q’. I will stick with justification, because that is what we are interested in here. For a contrastivist, justification is always justification against a contrast, whether a single contrastive proposition or a set of them. And the status of a proposition as justified can change depending on what it is contrasted with. Rawls’ theory, for example, is justified against other traditional conceptions of justice, but not against some better conception that no one has come up with yet, because the former is in the contrast class but the latter is not. [5:  It can also be a view about explanation (van Fraasen 1980), causation (Schaffer 2005) and reasons in general, i.e. not just moral reasons. (Snedegar 2013) And this is just what I am aware of. For all I know, maybe one could be a contrastivist about anything.] 

I want to remain agnostic about the strong claim of contrastivism, namely the claim that justification is always justification against a contrast. All I want to use is the idea that justification can be and is sometimes justification against a contrast. In order to use it, I will rely on Sinnott-Armstrong’s helpful account. He defines contrast classes as a specific kind of ‘set of propositions, which are potential belief contents.’ (Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 85) 
The specific kind is picked out by the following constraints: ‘First, a contrast class must include the belief at issue; otherwise, a believer could not believe it out of the class. Second, every contrast class must include at least one other belief; otherwise, there could be nothing to contrast with. Third, members of contrast classes must conflict in some way; otherwise, there would be no contrast.’ (Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 85)
Having defined contrast classes, he then suggests the following condition for someone being justified in believing something: 
‘Someone, S, is justified in believing a proposition, P, out of a contrast class, C, when and only when S is able to rule out all other members of C but is not able to rule out P.’[footnoteRef:6] (Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 86)  [6:  This formulation is actually compatible with my agnosticism about the strong claim of contrastivism because it only states a condition of justification for the situation when you are justifying P out of a contrast class. It leaves open the possibility of justifying P without referring to any contrast class.] 

He picks out two contrast classes in particular: 
‘The Extreme Contrast Class for P = all propositions contrary to P, including sceptical scenarios that are systematically uneliminable; [and]  
‘The Modest Contrast Class for P = all propositions contrary to P that need to be eliminated in order to meet the usual epistemic standards.’ (Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 89)[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Here ‘usual epistemic standards’ is meant to be a placeholder that can be filled in by whatever ‘the standards [are] that people normally apply.’ (Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 89)] 

I now want to apply all of this to our issue here, namely the response that we should a) distinguish between justifying a practice and justifying within a practice; b) the analytic project is the project of justifying within a practice; and therefore c) the criticisms I make of it in this paper are mistaken because they entirely miss the point of the project.

11. Meaning in life and contrast classes
Broadly speaking, I have the following objections to this response. First, as regards c), the criticism I have is that this is the wrong project. That is to say, I do not – I think – miss the point of the project; rather, I think the project is misguided. In the terms I have just used, I think it identifies the wrong contrast class as relevant. Second, I think that which contrast class one identifies as relevant has substantial implications for what we think of as being justified beliefs about meaning and as being good arguments for those beliefs. 
I’ll explain and argue in a bit more detail shortly but first, to fix ideas, let us say that in our context we can understand the extreme contrast class as including scepticism or nihilism about meaning in life and the modest contrast class as not including them but rather assuming that meaning in life ‘is at least sometimes attainable but not everywhere assured’. 
The argument of a significant part of this paper has been precisely that sceptical and nihilist views about meaning in life should be included in the relevant contrast class for thinking about meaning in life. That is to say, it is not enough to simply state the distinction between justifying a practice and justifying within a practice – one has to explain, in particular against the objections I have been pressing, why justifying within a practice – i.e. justifying against the modest contrast class – is the correct or defensible project here. So from the perspective of the criticisms I have been making, the response seems to be a restatement of the problem rather than a solution to it. 
I want to press this problem by stressing the importance of choosing the relevant contrast class. We can start with the observation what one thinks of as justified will often either depend on or affect what one thinks of the justificatory status of other, related, things – are they justified, do they need justification, etc.?[footnoteRef:8] More particularly, the things that one includes and excludes from the contrast class affect what one thinks of as being good arguments for the proposition in question.  [8:  I think it is clear that this is not a commitment to a coherentist theory of justification, but I also think it’s worth explicitly saying so anyway. So: this is not a commitment to a coherentist theory of justification.] 

For example, when operating out of Sinnott-Armstrong’s modest contrast class, it is not just that sceptical scenarios about (for e.g.) the external world are excluded: additionally, it is taken to be a justified belief that the external world exists. So when you are arguing out of the modest contrast class, you can use that justified belief to help defend or attack the justification of other propositions. But if you are not entitled to that belief in the particular context which is relevant, then the arguments you offer which depend on that belief are going to be for that reason bad arguments.
Even by philosophical standards, this is all rather abstract. So let me now turn to illustrating the problem by going through two arguments in the literature.
The first argument is an argument made my Metz against ‘supernaturalist’ theories about meaning in life. These are, most commonly, theories which say that God is necessary for individual human lives to be (even possibly) meaningful. Metz describes such theories in his usual careful way: ‘On this overarching view, one’s existence is significant just insofar as one has a certain relation with some spiritual realm. If neither a god nor a soul existed, or if they existed but one failed to relate to them in the right way, then one’s life would be meaningless.’ (Metz 2013, 19)
One of Metz’s most important arguments against such theories of meaning in life is as follows. Generally speaking, claims Metz, one cannot consistently hold the following three claims together: ‘(1) I know ‘If X, then Y’ is true; (2) I know X obtains; (3) I do not know whether Y obtains.’ (Metz 2013, 145) He then claims that the supernaturalist is committed to this inconsistency, because she ‘must hold the following claims: (1+) I know ‘If meaning exists, then perfection (and a spiritual realm) exists’ is true; (2+) I know meaning exists; (3+) I do not know whether perfection (a spiritual realm) exists.’ (Metz 2013, 145) As she cannot hold those three together, Metz suggests the most plausible one to drop is the first, the one that makes the possibility of meaning depend on the existence of a spiritual realm.
Metz considers the possibility of claiming that one knows the spiritual realm exists, but dismisses it on the grounds of the distinction between belief and knowledge – ‘pointing out that many people, and probably a majority of supernaturalists, have faith in God and a soul is not to establish that there is conclusive epistemic reason for them to do so, the only relevant standard.’ (Metz 2013, 145)
He then considers the possibility of denying that we know there is meaning in life. Referring to the example of relieving the suffering of a young child, he writes: ‘Surely, relieving the pain of a toddler’s burn has conferred some meaning on a parent’s life, as have more ‘grand’ projects such as dismantling apartheid, caring for lepers, discovering that space-time is curved, proving that human beings are a product of natural selection, writing The Brothers Karamazov, and painting Guernica.’ (Metz 2013, 146) He thinks, in other words, that we know there is meaning in life: ‘It is not merely those in the field have thought that these would be good examples of meaning, if it were to exist; instead, they tend by and large to hold the stronger claim that meaning exists and is typified by those examples.’ (Metz 2013, 146)
The second example is an argument made by Smuts against subjectivist theories of meaning. Subjectivist theories of meaning in life are theories which locate the conditions for living a meaningful life with, generally speaking, some kind of attitude that an individual has towards their life or elements in it. Prominent candidates for the appropriate meaning-conferring attitude include intention (Kekes 1986), fulfilment (Taylor 2008) and love (Frankfurt 1982) 
Aaron Smuts discusses Taylor’s theory (at least, his earlier theory) and rejects it for reasons that Smuts thinks apply generally against all subjectivist theories of meaning in life. As Smuts characterises Taylor’s view, it is that ‘whether one’s life is meaningful is entirely a matter of how meaningful one finds it. There is no objective fact of the matter about one’s level of fulfilment.’[footnoteRef:9] (Smuts 2006, 543) [9:  This is the standard interpretation of Taylor. I think it is mistaken. In my view, even in this earlier statement of his view, Taylor does not think that meaning is a subjective matter. His view rather, as I see it, is the following: human lives are objectively meaningless. There is nothing that can be done about that. So instead of trying to find objective meaning, we should be satisfied if we can be fulfilled by what we are doing, even while we accept that what fulfils us is meaningless. ] 

Smuts has two arguments against Taylor, and subjectivist theories generally, and they both come from the same basic idea – subjectivist theories have implications which are so counter-intuitive that we ought to reject the theories: ‘Rather than assessing the argument, we can see that the theory is wrong because of its implications. Purely subjectivist theories have absurd implications.’ (Smuts 2006, 543)
One of those absurd implications that Smuts identifies is that subjective theories imply ‘that any two equally fulfilling lives are equally meaningful, even if one is devoted to curing cancer and the other is devoted to consuming vast quantities of excrement. But a grinning excrement eater does not live as meaningful of a life as a cancer researcher. It is absurd to suggest otherwise.’ (Smuts 2006, 543-4) That is to say, Smuts denies the view about meaning which holds that the two lives are both equally meaningful – namely, equally meaningless.
How we assess both arguments turns crucially on which contrast class we think is relevant when trying to arrive at justified beliefs about meaning in life. Both arguments depend on the assumption, first, that the modest contrast class is the relevant one, and, second, that the modest contrast class contains a denial of the sceptical and nihilist views that are live candidates in the extreme contrast class. If you drop those assumptions, the arguments are bad ones, and the beliefs that they put forward about meaning in life are unjustified.
It is not enough, therefore, to simply distinguish between justifying within a practice and justifying a practice, and then to hold that the debate does the latter. We need to try to figure out what the relevant contrast class is, because that, in addition to all the points I have made above, will also have significant effects on what we can justifiably believe about meaning. And as I have argued at length above, the relevant contrast class is the one that includes sceptical and nihilist worries about meaning in life.

12. Conclusion
This has been a monster of a paper. It has taken me months to write and, if you’ve made it here by reading all the way through, then it has taken you perhaps a few hours to read.[footnoteRef:10] We are now old friends, you and I.  [10:  If, however, you’ve gone straight to the conclusion, then, well, hello, and I can’t say I blame you] 

I’d like to just leave it there, but a mixture of convention and friendliness dictates that I end up by offering some kind of summary. Well, the short version is: the meaning in life debate is fundamentally misguided because of some methodological and conceptual commitments it has. This matters because meaning matters, because people suffer when they think they don’t or can’t have any, because people make important decisions based on concerns related to meaning, because the stories people tell themselves about themselves and about their lives are often closely connected to and sometimes even told in terms of meaning. 
I think we can do better, and now, having criticised the existing debate, I will turn to suggesting what I think is a better way of thinking about meaning. But, to end this paper, I also want to offer praise that is just as strongly felt as all my criticisms: the philosophers I criticise, the debate I want to alter, are to my mind also deeply admirable. They have resuscitated (analytic) philosophical interest in meaning, quite likely sometimes despite career considerations, and they have taken seriously an issue which is academically unfashionable but existentially important. 
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