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Iddo

WHY HAS THE QUESTION OF THE MEANING OF LIFE ARISEN
IN THE LAST TWO AND A HALF CENTURIES?

Questioning the meaning of life (or the world,
or existence), or complaining that it is meaning-
less are relatively new phenomena in western
culture. Their manifestation is by and large a
matter of the last two hundred and fifty years,
seems to start with Novalis, who complained that
“the meaning of the world has been lost. We are
stuck with the letter. We lost that which is appear-
ing because of the appearance.” Novalis also de-
clared that modern culture was fragmented and
that it is the task of poets to achieve intuitive
knowledge of their true selves, to look beyond
mechanistic explanations of the world, and re-
veal to themselves and others its meaning.” Of
course, Novalis had predecessors. The most im-
portant of these is the book Ecclesiastes, which,
although it does not use the phrase “meaning of
life,” conveys the feeling that life is meaningless
through phrases such as “all is vanity,” “the thing
that hath been, it is that which shall be . . . and
there is no new thing under the sun,” and “what
profit hath a man of all his labour?. . . One genera-
tion passeth away and another generation
cometh; but the earth abideth for ever.” But such
forerunners are few.” All in all, questioning the
meaninglessness of life is a phenomenon of re-
cent date.

In this essay [ shall try to explain why this is
so0.” First, I shall investigate the nature of such
questions by trying to identify what is essential to
them (section 1). Next, I shall link the analysis
with some cultural, social and economic features
of the last two hundred and fifty years (section 2).
Finally, I shall try to predict, on the basis of this
analysis, whether the problem of the meaning of
life will become even more prevailingly felt in
the future or, alternately, will simply fade away
(section 3).

1

Of the several senses of the term “meaning” I
shall concentrate here on two. The first has to do
with importance or relevance. Thus “Meeting
Jones was a meaningful event in X’s life” con-
veys that the encounter with Jones was important
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and relevant for X, that it carried weighty conse-
quences and touched on essential issues.
Similarly, “This is meaningless in such a large
framework” means that something is unimpor-
tant or irrelevant in a certain broad context.

The second meaning of “meaning” has to do
with understanding. “I did not get the meaning of
the text” conveys that I did not understand it. Or,
“The meaning of his behavior is that he does not
really want to marry” conveys that his behavior
should be interpreted, or understood, as implying
that he does not really want to marry.

An examination of specific, historical expres-
sions of the questioning of the meaning of life (or
complaints that it is meaningless) shows that they
can all be reduced to either or both of these two
main senses of “meaning.” When people wonder
what their lives mean they are either saying that
they do not see what is important and worthy in
their lives, or that they do not understand them, or
both. The sensation of non-understanding does
not necessarily consist in feeling that events or
things cannot be grouped under laws. More often
it can be a general feeling that things somehow do
not make sense, or do not have a stable identity, or
are in some other way strange.

Thus, for example, Clarence Darrow’s com-
plaint of “the pointlessness of it all” means either
that “it” is entirely unimportant and irrelevant or
that it is un-understandable (or both).” The same
is true of Tolstoy’s asking about the goal of our
life.” Not only our specific activities, but our
whole life or the whole world are taken to make
sense if they aim at a certain goal. But what
should that goal be? There is a feeling that we
cannot find sufficiently worthy candidates to as-
sume the role, or that there is something about
life that we do not understand.

The charge voiced by, e.g., Bertrand Russell,
that life is meaningless because of individual or
cosmic finality, that is, because of our personal
death or the eventual destruction of the cosmos,
can also be reduced to non-importance or non-
understanding.” The feeling is that nothing is
really important and worthwhile since in the end
we, our achievements, and all that is around us

SUMMER 1997
263



will disappear and vanish. To a lesser extent there
is also a feeling of non-understanding: if nothing
is really important, why take so much trouble?

Non-importance and non-understandability
are also at the basis of another concept related to
the feeling of the meaninglessness of life: aliena-
tion. Readers of Camus’ The Stranger sense that
part of the difficulty of Meursault, Camus’ para-
digm of alienation, is that, except in a very me-
chanical way, he does not understand the world
around him. He does not comprehend what
moves people, what are emotions like anger and
hope, what is a crime and what is love. He not
only lacks knowledge by description of these
things but, more importantly, also knowledge by
acquaintance, wiey are foreign to him. Further,
Meursault fails to see that life, love, and the
beauty of nature are important. He even does not
see the importance of his mother’s death, or ofhis
own.” Similar feelings are at the basis of the feel-
ing of the Absurd (and, again, that of alienation)
in Kafka’s novels. Both K. in The Castle and Jo-
seph K. in The Trial never completely understand
what surrounds them. They both show also a
strange incapacity to distinguish between what is
important and what is not; they continually attach
too much importance to trivialities such as small
bureaucratic power struggles and too little to an
actual opportunity to work (in The Castle) or the
task of staying alive (in The Triaf).”

Recognizing that feelings of unimportance
and non-understandability are essential to the
questioning of the meaning of life can help show
why this questioning has arisen in the last two
and a half centuries. For if what I have written up
to now is correct, the meaning of life can be ex-
pected to be questioned in cultures that evoke
feelings of non-understanding and unimpor-
tance. In the next section I shall try to show how
the mentality of the last two and a half centuries
has indeed evoked these feelings.

2

A new way of thinking and seeing the world
which has been developing over a few centuries
has become especially radicalized in the last two.
One of the characteristics of this new mentality is
that it is secular. Feelings common in earlier
times—e.g. that God is everywhere present, that
He is continually observing and judging us, that
He is eternal, holy and absolute—have become
scarcer and weaker. For many, religion is mar-
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ginalized or has preserved a merely ceremonious
status; for others, it has stopped being an issue at
all.

But the marginalization of religion in modern
Western consciousness means the repudiation of
a framework that bestowed on the world both im-
portance and understandability. A world with
God is a world with an entity of absolute worth.
The importance of God extends also to things as-
sociated with Him, such as specific places (e.g.,
churches) objects (e.g., scriptures, relics), behav-
iors (e.g., praying, fasting), legal institutions
(e.g., the Qadi, the Beit-Din), and seasons (e.g.,
feasts and holy days). Religion also makes the
world more understandable by sharply separat-
ing categories, thus endowing entities with spe-
cific identities; some become sacred, others pro-
fane. Certain activities are appropriate (and at
specific times), others inappropriate. Men are to
behave and dress in a certain way, women in an-
other. A set of rules, governing many parts of
people’s lives and feelings, distinguishes be-
tween sin and virtue, right and wrong. Religion
also provides explanations about the world (e.g.,
that it was created all at once by God) and about
the human sphere (e.g., that catastrophes befall
us because of God’s anger, or that suffering in
this world will be compensated in the next one).

While the religious framework for coping
with and interpreting the world has become
weakened, the influence of another system, tak-
ing the methods, standards and nature of the new
science as its model, has greatly increased. Ac-
cording to this approach, if rational activity is
properly performed, it will produce a certain,
complete and final understanding of reality. Ra-
tional activity is here taken to be necessary, uni-
versal, and absolute.

Thus understood, science and rationality
might have aroused feelings similar to those
evoked by religion. They too were taken to pro-
vide stability, necessity, universality, even abso-
luteness. Moreover, they were assumed to re-
deem humanity from poverty and disease
(through technological and scientific progress)
and wars (through the universality of their teach-
ings). Thus, in its early stages the scientific-
rational mentality also endowed life with impor-
tance and understandability. The experience of
the meaninglessness of life had no cause to
emerge in such circumstances.
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However, our view of science, and conse-
quently of rationality, has changed over the gen-
erations. Contemporary scientists and philoso-
phers of science are aware of scientific
revolutions that have taken place in the past and
expect others to occur in the future. They see sci-
entific theories as relating to prejudices, methods
of research, tools, and scientific fashions. Sci-
ence is frequently seen as pragmatistic, i.e., as a
body of knowledge where entities, processes,
and events are endowed with a certain identity for
the sake of furthering specific interests. In other
words, things are believed to be as they are only
because to so believe is useful. Furthermore,
theories are frequently seen as merely tentative
and doubt is cast on the ability of science to ever
provide a full and final knowledge of reality. To-
day science is taken to be neither precise, nor cer-
tain, nor necessary, nor objective. Frequently, it is
seen as relativistic."

All this can impart a feeling of non-
understanding. The inherent tentativeness of sci-
entific truths can create the sensation that science
does not provide real knowledge, and the prag-
matistic character of science imparts the feeling
that we do not know reality as it is, but only con-
cepts that are useful to us. The feeling of non-
understanding is enhanced also by the extreme
un-common-sensicality of modern science, ex-
pressed most radically in Heisenberg’s laws of
uncertainty and some conclusions of Einstein’s
Relativity Theory. All these make the world we
live in more nebulous than that of our parents and
their forebears.

Moreover, the relativism and pragmatism of
modern science make us feel that both it and the
things in the world it describes have neither im-
manent nor absolute worth. We feel that they
have value only in relation to conventions or in-
terests that undergo rapid change. Since accord-
ing to the pragmatistic mood all things essen-
tially fulfill ulterior functions, they not only have
no worth in themselves but are also inherently
disposable; once they do not fulfill their function,
or something else fulfills it better, they are re-
placed. There seem to be fewer things of stable,
inherent value in the world we live in than in the
world of our precursors.

Thus science no longer encourages feelings of
understanding and importance, as itused to do, or
as religion did. It and the mentality associated

with it can easily evoke the experience of the
meaninglessness of life.

Questioning of the meaning of life is also re-
lated to technological and economic changes.
Capitalism, competitive and based on assigning
the best means to an end, stimulates people to in-
novate continuously in order to remain in the
lead. Thus it incessantly urges people to change
their jobs, careers, and places of living. Similarly,
it enhances the development of inventive tech-
nology to introduce fresh products into the mar-
ket. Modern technology undergoes such unre-
mitting and speedy transformations that
lifestyles can change even within one life-cycle.
Hence we experience technological and capital-
istic society as dynamic and relativistic; our basic
feeling is that “our world changes all the time.”
Likewise, we experience the world as pragmatis-
tic. The capitalistic-technological frame of mind
induces us to understand and estimate things as
means to ends. Their value and identity is under-
stood only in relation to a specific end; when it
changes, so do they. All this, of course, also en-
hances our conception of the world as relativistic.

But all this again propagates a feeling of non-
understanding and non-importance and, thus, of
meaninglessness. We feel that if the identity and
value of things can change so swiftly and arbi-
trarily, they did not really have this identity and
value in the first place.

The modern age is characterized also by the
centrality of the ideal of happiness. The pursuit of
happiness is one of the main driving force behind
our science, technological progress and capitalis-
tic activity. The pursuit of happiness is also at the
basis of an influential ethical theory—utilitarian-
ism—and plays an important part in modern po-
litical thought; in our day the raison d’étre of
states is frequently taken to be the happiness of
the citizens (and not, e.g., the objectification of
the spirit of the nation). We are also educated to
this ideal, both directly and indirectly, from a
very early age. It has become the primary motiva-
tional force for inducing children to participate in
educational activities. Likewise, most of our con-
scious choices and actions as adults are based on
a comparison of the degrees of happiness we ex-
pect to derive from various activities. We marry
or remain married, for example, not because the
family is the building block of soiety, nor because
of the Divine command in Genesis to procreate,
but because of our estimation of the overall hap-
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piness we may derive from the state of marriage.
The same is true for our decision to pursue or
continue a certain career or find a place to live.
The ideal of happiness has become essential in
our culture in a way it never was before. True, it
was also central in some non-modemn theories
(e.g., Epicureanism or Stoicism); but it seems
never to have had such a dominant role in the
self-interpretation of people and everyday life as
it does today.

The contemporary relation to happiness dif-
fers from previous ones in two other ways as
well. First, whereas in previous generations hap-
piness seems to have been identified more with
ideals such as contemplation, “obeying the
Lord,” “‘doing what is right.” honor or commit-
ment, in our culture happiness is widely identi-
fied with pleasure, fun and comfort. It is, in fact,
the pursuit of comfort and pleasure rather than
simple happiness which is the driving force be-
hind scientific and economical developments.
And it is pleasure that induces children to learn
things (“It’s Fun!”). Many of our choices are
based on a comparison of probable degrees of
fun, and we are taught that a major way for deter-
mining what we really, internally want s to try to
figure out what gives us most pleasure. Fun and
comfort have become what the majority of peo-
ple seek most of the time; the ideal of the good
life is frequently portrayed as one of endless rec-
reation, and one of the models of our culture is
that of the playboy. These ideals also figure, of
course, in almost any advertisement both as ends
and as yardsticks for the value of objects and ac-
tivities. The centrality of fun in our culture can
also be seen in some contemporary trends in phi-
losophy. One of Derrida’s self-professed aims is
to overcome the traditional preference for the se-
rious to the frivolous.” Indeed, he adopts this aim
in his own writing which, as some serious com-
mentators fail to see, is sometimes simply meant
to be humorous. For example, in “Limited Inc.”
Derrida answers some of John Searle’s criticisms
by raking them out of context and playing with
their words."” Much of his other work, too, espe-
cially since 1973, may be seen as containing a
strong element of philosophical jest.”

The second difference between our relation to
happiness and previous ones is that, perhaps be-
cause of our technical and practical understand-
ing of happiness as comfort, pleasure, and fun,
we expect to be happy. Since we know (or think
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we do) what brings happiness, and since it is
rather technical, we expect to have it.

These characteristics of contemporary men-
tality have reinforced the feeling of the meaning-
lessness of life in various ways. First, pleasure
and fun, unlike e.g.. honor, commitment, or even
happiness. are frivolous and unserious. Thus.
they have an air of non-importance and, there-
fore, are conducive to raising the question of the
meaning of life. Besides, all in all, many people
do not really feel that pleasure and comfort are
ideals of real importance and value. Thus, again,
an existence which revolves around these ideals
is bound to evoke the feeling that life is meaning-
less.

Second, the expectation of happiness makes
us very conscious of moments in which we are
not happy, and sensitive even to cases of moder-
ate unhappiness. It also makes us ask why we are
not completely happy. At the same time, under-
standing happiness as comfort and pleasure
makes it difficult to explain such objectless, gen-
eral unhappiness. According to this interpreta-
tion, if we do have comfort and do enjoy various
pleasures, there is no reason for us to be unhappy.
The existence of such unhappiness, persisting in
spite of comfort and pleasure, demands an expla-
nation, and one such explanation could be the
feeling of the meaninglessness of life. (Another
possible answer is of the type given in psycho-
logical treatments. But this alternative was not
widely and popularly viable in our culture until
about three decades ago.) In earlier periods, on
the other hand, such a problem did not exist. Of
course, it is safe to assume that in those times,
too, people suffered from unhappiness even if at
times they enjoyed comfort and pleasure (al-
though there were probably fewer such cases,
both because there was less comfort and pleas-
ure, and because people had a lower expectation
of complete happiness and were thus less sensi-
tive to the incomplete state). Likewise, people
suffered from anxiety, depression and neurosis in
earlier times as well. However, these types of un-
happiness could be explained by, e.g., falling out
of favor with God, or having a curse cast on one.”*

These developments in modern culture have
influenced not only the emergence of the ques-
tioning of the meaning of life but also its specific
modern character. Almost all the pre-modern dis-
cussions that can be interpreted as relating to the
problem of the meaning of life, e.g., the teachings
of the Cynic Hegasias (which are reported suffi-
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ciently radical to have caused a wave of suicides
in Alexandria),” Euripides’ Bacchae and The
Women of Trov, or the book of Job, are based on
the feeling that life is extremely painful and un-
just." In modern discussions, on the other hand,
the sensation of meaninglessness often arises
against the background of a secure. comfortable
and easy life.” The modern sensation of the
meaninglessness of life, then, is a unique phe-
nomenon in history, related to the scientific, tech-
nological, commercial, and mental develop-
ments of the last few centuries.

What has been written above may result in the
impression that the influence has been unilateral,
i.e., that the feeling of the meaninglessness of life
is a product of various commercial, technologi-
cal, mental and scientific changes and not vice
versa. [ do not think, however, that this is the case.
The sensation that life is meaningless is influ-
enced by the search for happiness and the
pleasure-ethos; but the delving into the pleasure-
ethos and the pursuit of happiness are also a reac-
tion to a meaningless world. We concentrate
more and more on happiness and pleasure when
we do not see another goal or context which can
claim our allegiance. This, in turn, leads to a state
of mind where there are even fewer goals and
contexts which we take to be important and un-
derstandable. The influence is mutual. The same
holds good for interest in science, technology and
capitalist economic activity. Of course, they have
all influenced the development of the sensation
of meaninglessness in the ways described above;
but the enormous enthusiasm with which they
have been adopted and developed has been the
outcome of the feeling that other frameworks are
meaningless. This feeling was reciprocally en-
hanced by developments in capitalism, technol-
ogy, and science. The relation between the feel-
ing that life is meaningless and the factors
discussed in this essay, then, is bilateral.”

3

If what has been written here is correct, the
following practical conclusions can be deduced:
first, those who feel that life is meaningless may
try to look for what is important or understand-
able to them, relate to it, and develop it. Second,
since there are many answers to the questions
“What is important?” and “What is understand-
able?” there are also many possible answers to

the question of the meaning of life. There is no
one, objective answer.

Our technological, capitalistic, pleasure-
sceking culture may impede our efforts to find
and relate to issues of importance and under-
standability. To do so in face of this culture a few
measures may be taken (and indeed have been).
One is to try to create or join groups and cultures
in which modern economics. science, etc. are less
dominant. Another is to try to escape the instru-
mental, pleasure-seeking culture by moving to
places which it has not yet reached. A third.
adopted, e.g.. by some environmentalists and the
European “Greens” is to try to change scientific,
technological, or economic realitics. A fourth
way, taken by some conservative circles. is to call
for a return to older ideals and ways of life. Fi-
nally, an effort can be made to foster new mental
and cultural ideals that fit the present culture and
that, even if different from the older ones. do in-
volve more of the elements of importance and un-
derstandability (this is the route taken by Charles
Taylor in his The Ethics of Authenticiny). Of
course, one can try to combine some or all of
these ways.

But what can we expect the future to be like?
Will the questioning of the meaning of life be-
come more radical, or will it gradually fade
away?

One view may be that the need to have things
important and understandable (in the sense these
terms are employed in this essay) is essential to
human beings, and the less a culture satisfies
these needs the more it will call forth the feeling
of the meaninglessness of life. Thus, if the pres-
ent influence of contemporary scientific, techno-
logical and commercial factors continues, the fu-
ture of the feeling of the meaninglessness of life
depends on our degree of success in finding and
relating to issues of understandability and impor-
tance in one or a few ot'the ways described above.

Another view may be that the need to have
things understandable and important (in the
sense employed in this essay) is not essential, and
if the influence of science, technology, and capi-
talism persists. questioning the meaning of life
will disappear. According to this view, we are
now passing through a transitional period. Our
standards of understandability and importance
were formed in an earlier time—the Middle Ages
and the early Modern Era—and molded by a dif-
ferent science, technology, and economy that
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shaped not only expectations but also the cultural
and mental reality which satisfied them. What
was considered understandable and important
was expected to be stable, non-relativistic, etc.
And the same factors that shaped these views on
what is important and understandable shaped a
world which was stable and non-relativistic and
could thus answer these expectations.

However, the changes in technology, econom-
ics, and science have influenced cultural and
mental reality at a greater pace than they have af-
fected the standards of importance and under-
standability. Tdeologies frequently change only
after the reality that used to satisfy them ceases to
do so. This is what happened, for example, with
mercantilism or with the ideal of the mounted
knight: they both persisted after having become
totally ineffectual in an altered reality.

Thus we are now in a transitional period as far
as importance and understandability are con-
cerned. Our expectations are still those of the
older era, whereas the reality is new. According
to this view, we may expect that with time reality
will form new expectations of understandability
and importance that will suit it better. When this
happens, the problem of the meaning of life will
completely disappear.

According to this view this, in fact, has al-
ready begun to happen. There are many people in
our culture, some of them immersed in scientific,
technological, and capitalist activities, who do
not report any feelings of non-understanding and
non-importance (and in some cases, rather the
contrary). Many of them may also think it strange
that rationality and science, which have rendered
so many phenomena explicable, have been taken

in this essay to enhance a feeling of basic non-
understandability, or that pragmatism and capi-
talism, which have attached value to so many
things, have been taken here to evoke the feeling
of non-worthiness. To them, science and rational-
ity supply perfect means for understanding the
world, and capitalism and the ethics of pleasure a
perfect framework for ascribing importance and
value to it. They would expect, then, that the new,
more dynamic standards of understandability
and importance will soon be accepted by every-
one, the gap between them and reality will be
closed, and the transitional era will be over. Thus,
the frustrated questioning of the meaning of life
will disappear. From a disturbing problem it will
become another of the many issues in the history
of philosophy whose point later generations
never completely understand.

Which of the two views is correct? Of course,
the fact that in all cultures importance and under-
standability are or were viewed in a more stable
and intersubjective way than in ours does not
prove with any certainty that there is some essen-
tial need in human beings for some kind of a sta-
ble, intersubjective sense of importance and un-
derstandability. Universality does not guarantee
essentiality since it is always possible that excep-
tions to the rule will be found in the future (it
should also be remembered that the economic
and technological basis of our culture is unique in
world history). However, it seems to me that the
universality, or at least high frequency, of this
phenomenon does make it more probable than
not that we have some kind of a need to find a
more stable, committed, meaning in life.”
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questioning. Technological development and capitalist
activity, for example, were prevalent before the question-
ing started. Likewise, Einstein’s and Heisenberg’s theo-
ries, mentioned above, did not exercise an impact on the
questioning of the meaning of life prior to the first decades
of this century. One may answer this objection by noting
that the impact of technology and capitalism on our soci-
ety has been more extreme in the last two and a half centu-
ries than ever before. The same is true of the decline of
religion, notwithstanding some ebbs and tides. New theo-
ries in science and in the philosophy of science postdating
the first expressions of the questioning of the meaning of
life only added an impetus to the questioning. But all this,
of course, is not meant to show why modern questioning of
the meaning of life started precisely at a certain moment.
My aim in this essay is to identify the phenomena that 1
take to have been related to rise of this question in the last
two hundred and fifty years, not to examine why it arose
when it did and not a little earlier or later.

20. I am greatly indebted for helpful discussions on the topic

and comments on an earlier draft of this paper to Charles
Taylor, Mira Reich, Elisabeth Oppenheimer, Zev Rosen-
hek, Eyal Chowers, Eitan Felner and Mor Arazy.
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